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 Chapter 1: The Missing Sunlord 
 
      
 
    The sun was dying, and Deril could do nothing about it. 
 
    He shivered in the chill air, looking up at the dim white sun, at the gray sky that mirrored his mood. Closing his eyes, he began his daily prayer to Aralea. 
 
    Please, Aralea, grant me the powers of a Sunlord. Let me follow in my father's footsteps. I can't keep living like this. The expectations, the failure, the looks people give me in the corridors—it's all too much. I feel like I'm going to break under the pressure. Why did you keep these powers from me? 
 
    Deril had tried too long to keep his anger concealed. He no longer cared. Aralea had done little to help him, little to help anyone in Tarileth. She deserved his anger. 
 
    Please, if you can't make me a Sunlord, give me some way I can prove myself. Some way I can make a difference. That's all I ask. When he finished praying, he was nearly in tears. 
 
    He opened his eyes and shivered again despite the chamber's Sunlamps. The world could not survive on Sunlamps alone. That much was obvious. It needed Deril's father, needed Deril. Fifteen years he'd trained alongside his twin brother Karik. Fifteen years and neither of them was a Sunlord. 
 
    They had failed, and their failure would doom the world. 
 
    At the open door, Deril passed his friend Tiran, one of the temple's Sun Guards. Tiran wore a golden surcoat lined with fur. Deril avoided his friend's gaze, hoping he could also avoid the shame burning within him. 
 
    Tiran put a hand on Deril's shoulder. "Did you find luck with the goddess?" 
 
    Deril barked a laugh. "I think you already know the answer to that." 
 
    "You'll find your powers one day." 
 
    The encouragement sounded false, but Tiran was only trying to be a good friend. The kind of friend Deril didn't deserve, for he brooded too often and spent most of his time obsessing over his training, hoping he'd missed something that would unlock his powers. 
 
    Hoping for a dream that seemed more elusive every day. 
 
    "Perhaps I will," Deril said. But never in the history of Tarileth had a Sunlord come into their powers after age twenty, and Deril was twenty-five. 
 
    "You don't believe that," Tiran said. 
 
    "It isn't easy to live with this burden." 
 
    "Maybe you need to do something different with your training," Tiran said, following Deril through the stone corridors. "Are you sure your father hasn't missed something?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter. It shouldn't be this hard." Deril thought of all the evenings he'd spent in the temple's library, reading every book they had on Sunweaving theory. It was possible that no one knew as much about Sunweaving as he did. So the fault had to lie with him. 
 
    It didn't matter what anyone said. Deril was not a Sunlord. 
 
    "I hate seeing you like this," Tiran said. "You used to be much happier." 
 
    "I was a child back then, and I thought I would come into my powers one day." Deril shook his head. "I don't know how Karik manages to stay so upbeat. If I didn't know better, I'd say he doesn't care about being a Sunlord. But how can he not care?" 
 
    "I'm sure he cares," Tiran said as they rounded a corner. He was about to say something else, but then a scream came from a nearby corridor, followed by a low rumble. Deril started toward the sound, hanging close to the golden-brown walls. A series of faint vibrations echoed, growing ever softer. What in the core was happening? 
 
    Tiran clutched at Deril's arm. "Be careful. You're too important to risk yourself." 
 
    Too important. That was the last thing he'd call himself, the last thing he deserved to be called. He rushed through the temple's wide stone corridors, Tiran at his side. The rumble didn't sound again; the vibrations had ceased. 
 
    They rounded a corner and came upon the bodies of two Sun Guards, who lay on the floor in pools of blood, their heads resting a few feet away. They'd been guarding the Sun Chamber, where Deril's father was using his Sunlord powers to strengthen the sun. 
 
    If something had happened to Deril's father— 
 
    No. His father had to be alive. He was the only Sunlord left. 
 
    Tiran grasped Deril's shoulder. "Stay out here." 
 
    "No. We can defend ourselves better if we stick together." 
 
    "All right," Tiran said, but he frowned as he pushed through the heavy stone door, entering the Sun Chamber. Deril followed, offering a silent prayer to Aralea—more for his father's safety than his own. 
 
    The chamber was empty. 
 
    At its other side, a gaping hole had opened in the wall. There was no blood on the floor, but someone had kidnapped the Sunlord, taking advantage of the weakness he experienced after fueling the sun for a few hours.  
 
    But who would kidnap the Sunlord? Without him, humanity would die. 
 
    "We need to inform Captain Hanir," Tiran said. 
 
    "I'm going after them. There might still be a chance to save my father." 
 
    "No," Tiran said. "You don't know what you're facing." 
 
    "We don't know what they intend either. If they're Fireweavers, they might be crazy enough to do anything, even kill him. We can't take that risk. You inform Hanir. I'm going." 
 
    "Well, I can't stop you," Tiran said. "But please be careful." 
 
    "I'll do what I can." Deril raced to the other side of the Sun Chamber, then through the hole in the wall. 
 
    The temple stood on a flat portion of a small mountain overlooking the city of Hyrandel, so whoever had kidnapped Deril's father had to go down the mountain. In addition, dozens of Sun Guards patrolled the perimeter of the temple grounds, and a wall surrounded the temple. 
 
    How could anyone get through? 
 
    A light blanket of snow covered the rocky mountain, though it was too warm today for more to fall. Deril held his cloak tight about his shoulders and sprinted through the snow. The wheels of a horse-drawn wagon had left small indentations. Deril followed the tracks around the south side of the temple until he reached the enormous stone gate. 
 
    Closed. Of course. And the wheel tracks traveled right through it, past the two Sun Guards stationed there. 
 
    "Is everything all right?" asked one of them, a dark-haired young woman. 
 
    Deril tried to catch his breath. "Did you let a wagon through here?" 
 
    "Yes, my lord," said the other guard, an older man. "It was your brother's wagon." 
 
    "My brother?" Deril said. What in the core did Karik have to do with this? Perhaps someone had kidnapped him as well, and forced him to act as though everything were all right. 
 
    "Nothing seemed amiss," said the first guard, shifting her stance nervously. She shrank away from Deril's gaze as though he intimidated her. 
 
    "Well, someone kidnapped my father," he said, "and perhaps my brother as well. However they managed to do it, they got away in that wagon." 
 
    The man looked pale, but he maintained a calm mask. "Does Captain Hanir know about this?" 
 
    "Tiran's telling him," Deril said. "But we're running out of time. Open the damn gate." 
 
    He banged on the stone, and pain shot through his fist. 
 
    "Of course, my lord," said the woman, regaining a little composure. The two guards, talented at Yellow/Green Sunweaving, focused on the gate, and it rumbled open. Deril dashed through the opening as soon as he could fit, ignoring the guards' cries for caution. Their booted steps sounded behind him, but he didn't wait. 
 
    A winding road led down the mountain. Deril peered over the nearest cliff and caught movement far below, passing between clusters of evergreen trees.  
 
    It was the wagon, but how could he catch them? 
 
    In theory, a weave of Yellow and Blue could shield a person from a fall, but Deril had never tested that theory himself. He took a deep breath and drew on his light reserves, weaving the colors inside him with ease. The air shimmered as the shield surrounded him like a giant bubble. 
 
    He leapt off the cliff.  
 
    His stomach lurched as he plummeted. The drop had to be at least two hundred feet, and he prayed he wouldn't get tangled in the trees, though they might cushion the fall. 
 
    At last, he hit the rocky road, and sharp pain exploded in his legs. The world flared into brightness as he crumpled in a heap, feeling so much pain he thought he'd pass out. Well, his shield had softened the impact, but not enough, and now the wagon would get away. 
 
    Idiot, he thought, nearly overcome by the pain. But he couldn't have lived with himself if he hadn't tried. If only he'd practiced this ability with shorter falls first. 
 
    He had no idea how long he lay there, lost in troubled thoughts, trying to distract himself from the pain. His thoughts only made it worse. 
 
    What would happen if his father died? Deril and Karik couldn't fuel the sun. All the other potential Sunlords had died under mysterious circumstances. Deril's father always tried to shrug that concern aside, but Deril could see it in the lines on his face, could feel it in the tension that hung in the air every time they discussed Deril's failures. 
 
    Deril tried to stand, but searing pain shot through his legs. He fell to the ground, tears streaming down his face. He had failed, and now the world would suffer. 
 
    Its last hope was a prisoner in that wagon. 
 
    No. Deril couldn't let that happen. He crawled to the edge of the rocky path, feeling as if he'd pass out from the pain, and looked down to watch the wagon's progress. It was heading south, away from the city. 
 
    Deril closed his eyes, weaving Blue and Purple within him. 
 
    Captain Hanir, he said in his thoughts, directing the weave toward the temple. 
 
    The response came a moment later. What is it, Deril? 
 
    The wagon is heading south toward the Frozen Lands. You need to get every Sun Guard you can find on its trail. He hesitated a moment. I also need some help. I've broken my legs. 
 
    Don't worry, Hanir sent. I'll handle everything. You've done well. 
 
    Deril terminated the weave. Done well, he thought bitterly. I've failed in every way imaginable. But as he sat there on the cold, rocky ground, he realized that others had failed as well. The Sun Guard had sworn to protect the Sunlord. 
 
    Captain Hanir had to feel even worse than Deril. At least Deril might have an excuse. Perhaps he truly did lack the talent to become a Sunlord, and that was something he couldn't control, the way he'd been born. 
 
    If only that could have comforted him. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, he was reclined in the back of a wooden wagon moving gently along the mountain slope. Tiran leaned against the side of the open wagon, and two Sun Guards sat in the front, leading the horses up the slope. 
 
    Deril moaned as he set up, his legs stretched out in front of him. "I feel like I've been to see Halarik." 
 
    "What did you expect?" Tiran said, giving him a scathing look. "You jumped off a mountain." 
 
    "I thought my shield would work better." 
 
    Tiran barked a laugh. "Well, that's obvious." 
 
    Deril's legs felt like they were on fire. "How bad am I?" 
 
    "It's nothing some time with a good healer shouldn't fix." 
 
    "At least we know one of those," Deril said, fighting a wave of dizziness. Watching the movement of the trees to their left made him feel sick. "Have you received any word on my father?" 
 
    "Don't worry about him right now. You need to rest." 
 
    "You know I'm not going to rest," Deril said, fighting back his anger. "Tell me." 
 
    Tiran remained silent a long time, looking away. Damn him. Deril didn't need to hear the news to know it wasn't good. It was just like Tiran, though—always the voice of caution. 
 
    "All right," Tiran said.  "They got away, probably to the south, away from the city." He drummed his fingers against his thigh. "But we'll catch them. We've sent word to every corner of the country. They can't escape all the guards." 
 
    "I have the feeling they will," Deril said. "They're headed to the Frozen Lands." 
 
    "You think Fireweavers are behind this?" 
 
    The cart moved over a rough section of rock, jostling them. The pain in Deril's legs intensified, like someone was stabbing him with a hot knife. "Who else would kidnap my father?" 
 
    "But there's no way Fireweavers could gain access to the temple." 
 
    "Perhaps you're right," Deril said as the pain dulled. He had no answer for that hole in his theory. Sun Guards could use a weave of Orange and Yellow to detect the enhanced heat fields around Fireweavers. 
 
    Unless the Fireweavers were careful not to use their powers. 
 
    Still, most Fireweavers were outlaws in Tarileth. Those who didn't escape to the Frozen Lands faced execution. How could a group of them operate so efficiently and inconspicuously right in the heart of Tarileth, gaining access to the most important temple in the world? 
 
      
 
    At last, the wagon stopped before the open gate, where two Sun Guards carefully positioned Deril on a large, flat slab of stone. Even so, Deril's pain exploded. His head swam, and the sunlight seemed strangely bright as the Sun Guards carried him back into the temple, passing up the grand stairs, through the large entrance, and along the wide stone corridors.  
 
    They entered one of the temple's bathing chambers. The two Sun Guards stripped Deril of everything but his undergarments and placed him in a large stone tub full of water heated by Red Suncasting. Tiran followed the entire time, looking on with concern. 
 
    Concern for Deril's father, for the entire world. Not for Deril, who'd be all right. 
 
    Deril tried to ignore the pain as he reclined in the tub. A few minutes of agony later, his mother Erine entered the room. 
 
    "How's my foolish son?" she asked lightly, but he could see fear in her blue eyes. "Jumping off a cliff. Even your father never tried that one." 
 
    "I know it was stupid," Deril said. "Can you just heal me already?" 
 
    She placed her hands on his legs, closed her eyes, and did a Blue Suncasting. Deril's pain abated, and the tension in his body eased. He sank back in the tub, exhaling with relief. A dull ache remained, but he could handle it. 
 
    She stood. "Feeling better?"  
 
    "Much better—at least physically." He sat up, his underclothing drenched. Cool air hit him, and he shivered despite the warmth of the Sunlamps. 
 
    "You need to rest," his mother said. "The healing process is not complete." 
 
    Deril climbed out of the tub, his legs complaining a little. "There's no time to rest, not with Father missing." 
 
    "It's not your duty to rescue him," she said. "You might be our only hope should something happen to him, especially since Karik is gone as well." She looked away, shaking her head. "Let the Sun Guard do their job. They're good at it." 
 
    Deril wavered on his legs, grimacing against a dull ache. "The Sun Guards lack my Sunweaving talent. I might not be a Sunlord, but I'm the best man for this task." 
 
    "Your mother's right," Tiran said, resting a hand on Deril's shoulder. "You can barely stand right now. What good do you think you'll do? We don't even know where they've gone." 
 
    "Yes, we do," Deril said, brushing Tiran's hand away. Why didn't anyone believe Deril? Yes, there were elements in Tarileth that strove for political gain, especially among the Sunweaver Council, but everyone respected the Sunlord. Only Fireweavers, those whose powers came from Halarik, would be insane enough to threaten the entire world. 
 
    "You only have a suspicion," Tiran said. "We need proof before we act." 
 
    "Then I'll find that proof," Deril said, clenching his fists. He took a few deep breaths. "That shouldn't require me to exert myself too much. I'll be careful." 
 
    Tiran gave him a sharp look. "You just jumped off a cliff. Forgive me if I don't believe you." 
 
    "You're too valuable," Deril's mother said, avoiding his gaze as though she were hiding something. 
 
     Deril walked to the other side of the room, turning away from both of them. The pair of Sun Guards stood nearby. They probably thought him insane, and maybe he was. He shouldn't have taken such a risk. 
 
    He turned back to his mother. "I'm not going to be a Sunlord." 
 
    "You don't know that," she said, shooting him a fiery look. The kind of look he'd seen too much. She'd always favored Karik. 
 
    "Yes, I do." 
 
    "But you're the only hope we have," she said. "It won't be Karik." 
 
    Deril narrowed his eyes and tested the strength of his legs. They seemed to be recovering, but it would be a few days before they returned to normal.  
 
    "Why not Karik?" he asked. "He's always been more talented than I." 
 
    She looked away. "It doesn't matter. Trust me on this, all right?" 
 
    "What aren't you telling me?" Deril asked. "It could be important." 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip. "Not here. Come with me." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Forbidden Talents 
 
    Rella paced around the caravan, checking that the horses were ready to go. The cold wind swirling in the air hinted at snow. Not what she needed on her first merchant trip alone. Her father had entrusted her with this. She couldn't mess it up. 
 
    "Rella, you need to relax," said her friend Azira. She and Tarell, who was more than a friend, stood by their wagons. The wagons themselves had seen better days. Their wood had become soft and weak after enduring countless bouts of rain, sleet, and snow. In truth, Rella and her father were barely scraping by.  
 
    Yet another reason she couldn't fail. 
 
    She brushed aside a lock of red hair. "You might be able to relax. My father won't blame you if the shipment fails to arrive in Talindel. But I have no such luxury." 
 
    "He won't blame you either," Tarell said. "The merchant trade is not an easy one." 
 
    Holding in her anxious retort, Rella looked away, back toward their three wagons. She would drive one, their Sun Guard Rendir would lead another, and Azira and Tarell would share the third. Rella was grateful for Rendir's protection, but she hated having a Sun Guard along. 
 
    Anyone with the ability to weave Orange and Yellow was dangerous, for Rella was a Fireweaver—a fact she'd kept hidden her whole life. Not even Azira and Tarell knew, and they were her closest friends. People her father trusted like family. 
 
    She couldn't bring herself to trust them, though. Not with this secret. 
 
    Tarell put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her close for a quick kiss. "A little good luck for the road," he said with a smile. "You look like you've seen Halarik." 
 
    "I'm only anxious," she said. But sometimes I feel like I see Halarik every day. 
 
    "Don't worry," Tarell said. "You'll do great." He gave her another kiss. 
 
    Why couldn't she tell him her secret? She meant to share the rest of her life with him, so she'd have to let the secret out at some point. Or did she? Tarell and Azira were only Suncasters. They couldn't detect the heat field around her. 
 
    Rendir approached from the front of the caravan—intimidating with his tall frame and golden surcoat, beneath which he wore light chainmail. 
 
    Rella didn't see why they needed Rendir. One Sun Guard, especially a less talented one like Rendir, couldn't stand against Fireweaver bandits. No. He'd only put her at risk. 
 
    He stopped a few feet from her. "We're ready to go on your command." 
 
    "Then let's go," she said. "And pray we don't run across any bandits." The trade route from Anindel to Talindel sat close to the Snow Knife Mountains, which formed the border between Tarileth and the Frozen Lands. Fireweaver bandits frequented the road. 
 
    Rendir put a hand on her shoulder. "Your father wouldn't have trusted you with this if he didn't feel you were ready." 
 
    She pulled away from his touch, feeling sick. This man would kill her if he knew the truth about her. And he had to suspect it. After all, her mother had been a Fireweaver. 
 
    Rella settled into the seat of her wagon, the second in the caravan, and followed Rendir's lead. She trusted Rendir as much as she could any Sun Guard. He'd served her father's business faithfully for years. As long as she kept her powers hidden, he would protect her as well. 
 
    She had to be careful if they encountered bandits. Her father had told her not to risk displaying her abilities unless they faced an emergency. She could exercise only limited control in negating her heat field. When she became too involved in what she was doing, her concentration often lapsed. 
 
    Her stomach churned. She didn't feel ready for this. 
 
    They set out in the morning, moving along the road going west toward Talindel. The rhythmic clip-clop of hooves against the beaten road was a soothing sound, one that reminded her of her childhood, a time when she was more carefree. A time when she had her mother. 
 
    Ten years ago, when the Sun Guards discovered her powers, she faced execution like a common criminal—even though she'd done nothing wrong. 
 
    Don't think about that, Rella told herself, fighting to keep her focus on the moment. Tears had formed in the corners of her eyes. She was glad to be riding alone. 
 
    Misty gray light filled the sky. Clouds covered the dim white sun early that afternoon, and light snow followed. Rella wrapped herself tighter in her fur cloak, relieved that the wagons were covered. Azira and Tarell joined her when they stopped to let the horses rest and eat from their supply of feed. 
 
    Early that afternoon, the horses began to act strange. They refused commands and reared up as though there were something dangerous in their path. Rella had spent enough time around horses to know they were usually right. She peered off to their left, toward the Snow Knife Mountains, and saw people approaching from a distance. 
 
    "Rendir, we need to get out of here," she said, keeping the fear out of her voice. "I think I see bandits." 
 
    "I've seen them, too," Rendir said. "But the horses are spooked." 
 
    They fought to get the horses under control as the raiders approached. The closer the people came, the more the horses refused to do anything Rella commanded. Her heart pounded, and her chest felt tight. 
 
    She could make out the bandits' faces now. Two men, two women. At last, the horses started running, taking the wagons along so fast Rella worried they'd tip over. Her wagon followed Rendir's too closely, and she figured Azira and Tarell followed at a similar distance. 
 
    The ground gave a violent rumble, the road rose like a wall in front of them, and Rendir's wagon came to an abrupt stop as the horses collided with that wall. Rella tried to get her horses to stop, but her wagon smashed into Rendir's. The impact sent her flying, sent the wagon tipping over onto its side. She hit the ground hard, scraping her arms and banging her head. 
 
    No major injuries, though. Dizzy, she climbed out of the wagon. 
 
    Azira and Tarell were getting out of theirs, which had also tipped onto its side. They looked all right, but now their attackers stood at the edge of the road, watching with predatory gazes. Faint shimmers in the air told Rella that they had woven shields. She did a quick weave of Orange and Yellow and detected their enhanced heat field.  
 
    Fireweavers. 
 
    A dark-haired woman approached, sword drawn. "Looks like you have some good stuff here. I think it belongs to us now." 
 
    Rendir had climbed out of his wagon. "This belongs to us, Fireweaver scum." 
 
    "Scum?" said the other woman, blond and a little younger. "We're not the ones who execute people for something they can't control. For the way they were born. No. You do that, and you enjoy it." 
 
    A man with reddish hair stepped forward. "Let us have what we want and no one gets hurt." 
 
    "You're not getting a thing from us," Rendir said, narrowing his eyes as he drew his sword and stepped toward the man. "It's disgusting that people like you prey on us. You, with your evil ways, cursed by Halarik." 
 
    "Halarik gave us a gift," said the other man, dark-haired and bearded. "Just as Aralea gave you a gift." 
 
    "We seek a world where we can all live in peace," said the dark-haired woman. "Yet people like you want to kill us. People like you banish us to the Frozen Lands. You're the disgusting ones." 
 
    Rella watched the encounter, feeling out of place. She had grown up her entire life in Tarileth, among Suncasters and Sunweavers. But these bandits, they were her people. They were what she might have been given different circumstances. 
 
    No matter what Rendir said, Fireweaving did not make a person evil. Nor did Sunweaving make a person good. 
 
    "I've had enough of this debate," Rendir said. He pointed at the bandits, weaving Red and Orange, and fire erupted around them. One of the men wove Yellow and Blue into a shield, though, and the fire stopped before it engulfed them. 
 
    Rella hung back. These bandits didn't seem like terrible people. No, they were people making the best of their bleak situation. Could she kill them for that? 
 
    Rendir turned to her. "I need your help, Rella." 
 
    "Let's not escalate this," said the dark-haired woman, gesturing for calm. "You have enough extra for us." 
 
    Rendir's mouth became a thin line. He wove Red and Yellow, launching a burst of lightning, a field of yellow that formed all around their attackers. The two men fell, twitching on the ground and screaming in agony. Rella felt a hand on her shoulder. Azira. 
 
    She turned. "No, Azira. Stay back. You can't fight them." 
 
    "She's right," Tarell said, his face pale. 
 
    The first woman did her own weave of Red and Yellow, and lightning danced all around Rendir. He couldn't weave the colors to create his own shield. If Rella didn't do something now, they would surely kill him. She wove Yellow and Blue, focusing the colors within her, putting all her effort into it. 
 
    Her heart pounded in her ears, and her legs trembled, but she kept the weave going. At first, she couldn't stop the lightning, but then it began to dissipate—slowly, so slowly. By the time it disappeared, Rella felt exhausted. She fell to a squat, barely able to stay on her feet. Whoever had woven this lightning had talent. 
 
    Rendir lay on the ground, stirring faintly. Rella started to rush over to him, but then the bandits stepped forward, blocking her path. 
 
    "He deserves to die," said the dark-haired woman, probably the leader. 
 
    Rella trembled. "We're not all like that." 
 
    The woman smiled. "Well, you certainly aren't." 
 
    "I don't know what you mean," Rella said, backing away. Rendir would kill her if this woman revealed the source of her powers. He wouldn't care that Rella had saved his life. 
 
    The woman continued smiling. She spoke in a low voice. "I saw your secret. Come with us. There's only so long you can stay hidden in Tarileth." 
 
    "I have a life here," Rella said. "I can't leave." 
 
    "Well, it's your choice, but it's a foolish one." The woman led her people to the caravan, and they rummaged through the supplies. Rella didn't stop them. She didn't want to.  
 
    Rendir, lying a few feet away, summoned the energy to sit up. 
 
    "Don't bother," Rella said, grasping his shoulder. "They'll only kill you." 
 
    Rendir glared at her. "That's not why you won't stop them. You sympathize with them." 
 
    "Does it matter?" Rella said, irritated. "I just don't want to see anyone get hurt. There's enough violence and tragedy in this world without adding to it." 
 
    Rendir groaned as he got to his feet. He staggered toward the bandits, who had now loaded their bags with everything they could carry. They turned away from the wagons. 
 
    "Don't even think about it," the leader said, eyeing Rendir. "I will kill you if you resist." 
 
    "It would be worth it," Rendir said, his face a mask of grim determination. Why did he hate Fireweavers to the extent that he'd die to prove a point? Rella pulled him away from the bandits, who began walking away. 
 
    "We still have most of our goods," Rella said. "We can complete the trip once we get the wagons righted and calm the horses down."  
 
    Rendir's horses looked injured, though, after colliding with the wall of rock, which had now receded. That wall had likely been planned ahead of time. The rest of the horses looked dazed, stamping their feet. 
 
    Their attackers walked away, and Rendir watched them with narrowed eyes. Eventually, he turned to Rella, advancing on her with a look she'd never seen directed at her. Hatred. 
 
    "What's wrong?" she asked, trembling. Azira and Tarell stood beside her. 
 
    Rendir pointed at Rella, holding his sword in a threatening stance. "I know what you are. I always suspected it. Now I know." 
 
    "I don't know what you mean," Rella said, backing away, her heart hammering. She recognized that look in his eyes—the same one he'd given the bandits. He knew, but how? 
 
    "You're a Fireweaver," Rendir said. "Like your mother. I was always curious, so when you created that shield around me, I wove Orange and Yellow. I saw your heat field." 
 
    "Why would you do that?" Rella asked. 
 
    "I had to know." 
 
    Tarell stepped between Rella and Rendir. "Leave her alone. You must be mistaken." 
 
    "No," Rendir said. "There's no doubt. She's a Fireweaver. She always has been." 
 
    "She's also your friend," Azira said. "She saved your life. What does it matter how she gets her magic?" 
 
    Rendir put his sword at Azira's throat. "That's bordering on heretical there. Keep saying things like that and you'll be executed as an accomplice. I bet you've known all along." 
 
    "Neither of them knew," Rella said, stepping forward and praying that Rendir would spare her friends. She'd accepted long ago that this might be her fate. "It's me you want. Leave them alone. I know I can't change your mind." 
 
    Rendir pressed his sword against Rella's throat. "Rella Arivel, you are guilty of being a Fireweaver. The punishment is death." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: The Dying Sunlamps 
 
    Another Sunlamp went out. Kadin looked up in frustration, cursing his terrible luck. The Sunlamps never went out around anyone else, a fact his father made all too clear. They could not keep their farm going if they continued losing Sunlamps. 
 
    Kadin glanced up at the dim white sun, trying to figure out what to do. He couldn't hide this from his father, but his father was a violent man. Kadin had suffered enough beatings. 
 
    Maybe today was the day he'd finally stand up to his father. Kadin was fifteen now, old enough that some people would already consider him a man. But, no, he couldn't stand up to his father. The man was too large, too strong. 
 
    Kadin had been tending to their wheat crop toward the edge of the farm, checking it for pests, which gathered under the warmth of Sunlamps. That wheat crop would die without the Sunlamp's light and heat. They used to have fifteen working Sunlamps. Now they had four. And they'd all gone out around Kadin. 
 
    He felt as though he'd been cursed by Halarik. 
 
    He rose and walked toward the center of the farm, trying to think of any words that would keep his father from going into a rage. The man had shared his opinions on Kadin often enough. Useless. Lazy. A complete waste of the sun's life-giving rays. 
 
    Kadin had never understood what made him so different from his sister Tyrine and brother Ralin. His father rarely criticized them. 
 
    He found his mother and father working together toward the center of the farm, close to their cracked and weathered stone house. At first, they didn't notice him, but then his father looked up with narrowed eyes. "Why the core aren't you working?" 
 
    Kadin opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He felt that crushing terror he always experienced in his father's presence. At last, he said, "Another Sunlamp went out." 
 
    His father stood up, towering over him. The man's mouth became a thin line, and he advanced on Kadin with heavy steps. Kadin backed away, his stomach twisting into knots. He'd seen his father angry before, but there was something different this time. Something dangerous. 
 
    "It's not my fault," Kadin said, knowing his father wouldn't believe him. 
 
    A muscle twitched in his father's face. "I've had enough of you. Because of you, we're barely surviving. No one cares about the Lightless. If we lose those Sunlamps, we die." 
 
    Kadin backed away, trembling. "I don't mean for it to happen." 
 
    "But it does happen," his father said, advancing on him, his gaze colder than the chill air. "And it will kill us." 
 
    Kadin's mother hung off to the side, looking on with wide eyes, her face pale. As usual, she wouldn't intervene. None of them ever stood up for Kadin. What did he matter? He was another mouth to feed, a mouth his father didn't want. 
 
    "Please, don't hurt me," Kadin said. His voice sounded pitiful, and he realized he was like the rest of them. Maybe he was useless. 
 
    "You sound pathetic," his father said, advancing as Kadin continued backing away. "Not only are you useless. You know it. Curse you to Halarik." 
 
    Kadin glanced around, looking for an escape. He could run away. Surely he could outrun his father. But what would he do then? The world didn't offer places for runaway Lightless. The only place for him was the streets, where he would succumb to starvation. 
 
    Kadin's father reached out and clamped a hand around his neck. Panic seized Kadin as he struggled to breathe, trying to break free from his father's grip. His father tackled him and lay atop him, pinning him to the ground. 
 
    "Sarin, what are you doing?" his mother said, her voice high-pitched. 
 
    "Stay out of this, woman." 
 
    "Of course," she said, backing off and looking away as though she could avoid responsibility by pretending this wasn't happening. 
 
    Kadin tried to pull his father's hand off his neck, but the man held strong. Pressure surged in Kadin's head, and his lungs cried out for air. He felt as though his father would soon crush his windpipe, squeezing now with both hands, a murderous glint in his eyes. 
 
    Kadin pushed with all the strength he had, but couldn't break free. He tried to kick at his father, but the man's weight made it so that he couldn't move, couldn't do anything. The pressure in his head and the pain in his lungs became unbearable. Darkness swam in his vision, and he prayed that it would end soon. 
 
    "Father, no!" Ralin's voice. Why was he defending Kadin? 
 
    Kadin's father released his grip and turned his head. "Why not?" 
 
    "He has friends," Ralin said. "They'll wonder what's happened to him. Besides, he's more use to us alive. If we sell him to the right person, we could replace some of those Sunlamps. Not only that, but slavery is a punishment far worse than death."  
 
    Ralin's face broke into a wide smile. 
 
    Kadin's father rose, and Kadin coughed as his breathing returned to normal. He pressed a hand to his tender neck and winced. 
 
    "You're right," his father said. "I wasn't thinking rationally." He turned his murderous gaze on Kadin. "But don't think this is a reprieve. You'll soon wish you were dead." 
 
    Kadin already did. He continued coughing, turning over onto his side. From everything he'd heard, slave owners made his father appear downright kind. Most slave owners came from the Sunweaver class, the type of people that treated the Lightless cruelly, as though they didn't  matter, as though they were nothing but a burden. 
 
    "Sarin, isn't that a little cruel?" his mother said, her face pale. "He is our son after all." 
 
    "He's no son of my mine. Not the way you slept around, you whore." 
 
    "I resent that statement," she said, but there was little fight in her voice. 
 
    "And I don't care. It's the truth." 
 
    Kadin listened with interest. He'd never heard his father say this before, but it explained why the man treated Kadin so much more harshly than his other children. Maybe it was not only that Kadin was an extra mouth to feed. 
 
    Kadin turned to his mother. "Am I not his son, then?" 
 
    "Let's not talk about this," she said, looking away. "Why don't you work with your sister?" 
 
    "He's not working anywhere," said Kadin's father. "I've had enough of him destroying our livelihood." He set his fiery gaze on Kadin. "Go inside. Now." 
 
    Kadin dashed toward the house, his neck sore. He stepped inside, praying to Aralea that his father would have the decency to sell him to an honorable man. But were there any honorable men in the slavery business?  
 
    Could life get any worse than it already was? 
 
    Kadin stayed in the house, pacing around, trying to calm his racing thoughts. He walked in circles around the large cooking pot in the center of their home. Their five beds stood at the outside of his circles, making the house feel cramped, making Kadin feel like he was taking up space, food, and light. Despite their lone Sunlamp, the air remained chilly. 
 
    But nothing compared to the cold hatred Kadin felt toward his father.  
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Tyrine joined Kadin, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "It's terrible what Father tried to do," she said. 
 
    "Yes, and he promised worse," Kadin said. "I don't want to be a slave." 
 
    "How is that any different from what we already are? Maybe the reputation of slave owners is exaggerated. Surely they can't be any worse than Father." 
 
    Kadin leaned against the cold stone wall, massaging his temples. "I wish I could believe that, but life doesn't work like that. Life makes you suffer every second." 
 
    "Not for everyone," Tyrine said. "Don't give up hope." 
 
    "We're Lightless. We'll always be Lightless. No one cares about us. What does it matter to all those Sunweavers in their comfortable manors if a few Lightless families starve? What does it matter to them if a Sunweaver abuses his slaves? We're a drain on society. Father is right about one thing. I am useless. We all are." 
 
    He fought against tears, looking away from Tyrine, the only person he'd be upset to lose. She didn't oppose their father, but she cared about Kadin. 
 
    "You're looking at this the wrong way," she said, sitting at the edge of her stone bed. "This is an opportunity to find a new life. That should be exciting." 
 
    "Well, it doesn't feel that way. I wish Father had killed me." 
 
    "Don't say that. Never say that. You can't give up." She stood up and put her hands on Kadin's shoulders—a gesture that normally would have comforted him. But not today. 
 
    "Why can't I give up?" Kadin said, stepping away from Tyrine. "Our own sun is giving up on us. Maybe you can't feel it, but its power is getting weaker every day. The world's going to end. What does it matter what happens to me?" 
 
    Tyrine leaned on the wall, her face pale in the light of their Sunlamp. "You can't know any of this. You're only imagining these things." 
 
    "Maybe," Kadin said, but he knew he was right. He sank into a stone chair at their small table, wishing he could fade away. In truth, he'd thought many times of killing himself. Anything was better than living under his father's tyranny.  
 
    But suicide was a sin according to Aralea. 
 
    He could run away, though, and disappear into the massive underclass of Tarileth society. Surely no one would ever find him among the hundreds of thousands of Lightless in Hyrandel. Maybe he'd even find a way to survive, however unlikely that might appear. 
 
    "I can't let Father do this to me," he said, worried what Tyrine would think. 
 
    "What other choice is there? You can't be thinking of running away." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "You might not like it," she said, "but we need the money. We need it badly. Life as a runaway won't be any better than life as a slave, and you'd leave us with nothing." 
 
    "I don't care," Kadin said. "You can come with me. Mother, Father, and Ralin can starve. I won't shed a tear." And, with cold certainty, he realized that he wouldn't. That scared him. 
 
    "I can't come with you. What could I do other than offer my body for money?" 
 
    "We can think of something," Kadin said, trying to improve his own mood more than Tyrine's. "You're miserable here." 
 
    "No, Kadin. I'm not running away, and neither are you. I have marriage prospects." 
 
    Kadin barked a laugh. "You'll probably end up married to someone like Father, and you'll be right back where you started." 
 
    She settled down in a chair across from Kadin, reached across the circular stone table, and put her hands over his. "I'll have to take that chance. Give me that chance. Give Mother a chance to survive. She might not stand up to Father, but she does love you. She's simply afraid." 
 
    "She's useless," Kadin said. Then he hesitated, remembering his father's cryptic remarks. "Tyrine, have you ever heard that I might not be Father's son?" 
 
    She sighed, looking away and tapping her fingers on the table. "It wouldn't surprise me. You look nothing like him. He treats you so poorly. Then there's the way you say you feel the sun, the way the Sunlamps die around you. It makes me wonder if you might actually be a Suncaster." 
 
    "If I was a Suncaster, I wouldn't be stuck in this life." 
 
    "Not if you have only one ability," she said. "The ability to negate light, that's Purple Suncasting if I remember correctly. I think that's what you might be doing." 
 
    Kadin hadn't thought of that. He tried not to think about all the dead Sunlamps, for that reminded him of his father, of countless beatings. Tyrine was a thinker, though. Kadin had always wondered what she might have been if she weren't Lightless. 
 
    "It could be," he said, not sure what to think of the possibility. He hated Suncasters and Sunweavers almost as much as he hated his father. "But I doubt it. I'm just cursed by Halarik." 
 
    Tyrine gave him a sharp look. "You need to be more positive about things. The world wasn't designed only to torment you." 
 
    "Well, it certainly feels that way." 
 
    The door opened, and the rest of Kadin's family stepped into the house. His father glared at him. "Help your mother cook dinner. And don't break anything." 
 
    Kadin hopped to his feet, wishing he had the powers of a Sunweaver. Then he could burn his father alive, strike him with lightning, cause him unbearable pain in every way imaginable. The man deserved it after all these years of cruelty. 
 
    But Kadin couldn't do any of that, so he helped his mother cook their meager dinner: the cheapest cuts of beef, stale bread, and withered vegetables from the farm. He ignored the stern looks from his father and brother. Tyrine also helped with the meal, but none of them spoke. What could they say that wouldn't enrage Kadin's father? 
 
    Once they sat down for dinner, Kadin's father said, "I've been to town, and some Sunweavers will be there tomorrow to purchase slaves." He smiled. "So we'll all be richer tomorrow, and without the most troublesome member of our family. I should have done this long ago." 
 
    "Why didn't you?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "Because your mother loves you for some unfathomable reason." 
 
    Kadin didn't believe that. She would have stood up for him if she'd loved him. 
 
    "Am I my father's son?" he asked, locking his gaze with hers. 
 
    She looked away and didn't answer, but that was answer enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: A Dangerous Secret 
 
    Deril sat across from his mother in the large bedchamber she shared with his father. The room's Sunlamps enhanced the golden undertone to the stone walls. That, combined with the rich red carpets covering much of the floor, made the room feel warm.  
 
    His mother squirmed in her cushioned stone chair, looking from side to side as though she might not share her secret. 
 
    "Do you know something about who kidnapped Father?" Deril asked. His legs felt a little sore, but he ignored the pain. In light of his father's disappearance, the pain didn't matter. 
 
    "Can you promise never to share this information?" she asked, tugging at her dark hair. "Can you promise to protect me?" 
 
    Deril leaned forward. "Protect you from what? Did you have something to do with this?" 
 
    "Indirectly, yes." She hesitated a moment. "I have a secret that I've been keeping from you for many years. The same secret Karik has. Promise me, Deril." 
 
    Deril felt that he shouldn't make a promise. It might make further action difficult. But he wouldn't get her information without the promise. He'd deal with the consequences later, and he wouldn't break his promise. He had too much honor for that. 
 
    "I promise," he said, his stomach twisting into knots. What had he sacrificed? 
 
    "Karik is a Fireweaver." 
 
    Deril didn't know what he'd expected, but that was not it. He stared at his mother for a few long, tense moments. "No. That can't be true." 
 
    "It is true. Karik is a Fireweaver because . . . because I'm a Fireweaver, too." 
 
    Deril trembled. How could his own mother and brother be evil Fireweavers? He would have believed it was all some kind of joke but for the seriousness in his mother's voice. 
 
    "And you expect me to keep this hidden from everyone?" he said. If he'd known that was her secret, he wouldn't have made that promise. Even now, he felt like breaking it. He believed in Aralea's teachings, which stated that Fireweavers were abominations.  
 
    And he could have been one. The room felt suddenly colder. 
 
    His mother leaned forward, her face pale as she drummed her fingers on her thigh. "There are a few things you need to know about Fireweavers. It is not the power alone that makes a person good or evil. No, that depends on the choices a person makes. My powers might come from Halarik, but I worship Aralea."  
 
    She looked uncomfortable as she spoke that final sentence, as though she was manipulating the truth. 
 
    "How can I know you're not lying?" Deril asked. 
 
    "I'm your mother. Don't you trust me?" 
 
    "I'm not certain anymore. You've lied to me my entire life." 
 
    She put her head in her hands, a tear trickling down her cheek. "Because I knew how you would react. You believe so strongly in Aralea. You believe everything the Church tells you about people like me. Our nation has made Fireweavers what they are." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I can't believe that. I can't even believe you're a Fireweaver." On the one hand, Deril was angry. On the other, he felt the compulsion to comfort his mother, whom he had never seen so distraught about anything. 
 
    "Weave Orange and Yellow. You'll see." 
 
    Deril didn't want to do it, didn't want to spoil the image of his mother he'd held his entire life. This was the woman who'd healed him from so many of the injuries he'd suffered doing foolish things. Things like jumping off a cliff. 
 
    He did the weave and saw the glow of heat around her. A glow too bright for a Sunweaver. His insides grew cold, and he felt as though a part of him had died. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" she asked. 
 
    He hesitated a few long moments, wishing he could take back today's events. "I'll have to keep it secret. I promised." 
 
    "I'm glad I can trust you," she said, tears trickling down her cheeks. 
 
    "But don't think that means I can accept what you are. I don't care what you say. Fireweavers are abominations. You never should have had sons. You only risked increasing Halarik's influence in our world." He felt tears in his own eyes and worked to hold them back, to hide them from his mother. "Does Father know?" 
 
    "He has known all along. In his youth, Zaren was not the devout man he is now. He had a rebellious side. He associated with the Brotherhood of Fire. That's where he found me. That's where he became the man he is, a man he's hidden from the larger world." 
 
    "From his own son," Deril said. It was hard to reconcile the image of the father he knew with that of a man who'd associate with Fireweavers. 
 
    "He hid these secrets from everyone," she said. "Don't you realize how damaging this secret could be?" 
 
    "I do, and that's also why I must keep my promise." He looked into his mother's eyes, seeing the tears, seeing years of secrets. What else wasn't she telling him? "Do you know where Karik might have taken Father? Do you know why?" 
 
    She wiped away a tear. "When I discovered Karik was a Fireweaver, I introduced him to some of my old friends, part of the Brotherhood of Fire. I hoped they could provide a haven for him if things went bad, give him a chance to avoid detection." 
 
    "And give Fireweavers even more power," Deril said. "How can you justify that?" He agreed with the Sun Guard. The Brotherhood of Fire needed to be eradicated. 
 
    "Am I evil?" 
 
    "I don't know. Not anymore." He ran a hand through his short brown hair. "How can I know what to believe when you've challenged everything I've always known? How can I go on pretending that nothing has changed?" 
 
    "You'll go on because that's what you have to do," she said, recovering a little composure. "Now let me tell you more. The Brotherhood of Fire is still around, but so is another group, one you've also heard of." 
 
    "Halarik's Chosen." Deril shivered despite the warmth of the Sunlamps. Halarik's Chosen were a group even more dangerous than the Brotherhood, but Deril thought the Sun Guard had driven them all into the Frozen Lands years ago. "They're still around?" 
 
    "There are more Fireweavers in our nation than you'd think. Most are like me, very skilled at hiding the source of their power. The Sun Guard only likes to think that they've wiped out Halarik's Chosen. In truth, they are more powerful than ever." 
 
    "And does your Brotherhood stop them?" Deril said, restraining the urge to mock her. 
 
    "They would like to, but they can't operate in the open." 
 
    "Instead, they lead people over to Halarik's chosen. That's what you mean." Deril rose and walked over to the nearest wall, trying to stifle his anger. "You might mean well. They might mean well. But they're making the world more dangerous." 
 
    "And what exactly makes Fireweaving more dangerous than Sunweaving?" she asked. "The powers are the same. Only the source is different." 
 
    "The source makes all the difference. Aralea is good. Halarik is evil." 
 
    "People are not that simple," she said. "The world is not that simple." 
 
    Deril paced around the room, fighting the urge to run out and tell the Sun Guard everything his mother had said. Yes, he'd made a promise, but he'd also promised that he would do everything in his power to serve Aralea. Wasn't the Sun Goddess more important than a Fireweaver? 
 
    "None of this is important," he said. "Just tell me where I can find them. The longer we delay, the more likely it is that they'll kill Father." 
 
    "If they wanted him dead, he'd be dead already." 
 
    Deril scratched his head. He hadn't considered that. "But why would they need him?" 
 
    "I'm not certain. Even Fireweavers can't live without the Sunlord." 
 
    "But why kidnap him? They have nothing to gain from this if they can't kill the Sunlord. The Sunlord can't decide who gets sunlight and who doesn't. There's no threat they can hold against us—or at least no threat that I can discern." 
 
    "Then I think you know what you need to find out," his mother said. "The question isn't where they've taken your father. It's why." 
 
    "But if they've taken him to the Frozen Lands, we can send an army." 
 
    She gave him the kind of look he'd seen a lot when he asked stupid questions as a child. "You don't realize just how many Fireweavers there are, do you?" 
 
    "Not as many people as we have in Tarileth." 
 
    "But most of the people here are Lightless," she said. "Everyone who lives in the Frozen Lands is a Firecaster or Fireweaver. They're ready for war. I don't believe we are." 
 
    Deril continued pacing, unable to look his mother in the eye. "All right. You know these people. How can I gain access to what I want? How can I get Father back?" 
 
    She didn't meet his eyes either. "I can find someone to get you into the Brotherhood. From there, you're on your own. You'll have to see if you can find information on Halarik's Chosen. We can't attempt to rescue Zaren until we know what they want." 
 
    "I understand. Will the Brotherhood accept me?" 
 
    Even more important, could Deril accept becoming part of the Brotherhood? 
 
    "Not all members are Fireweavers," she said. "But you'll have to adopt a false identity. Any members of Halarik's Chosen who've infiltrated the ranks of the Brotherhood will be suspicious of you if they know who you are." 
 
    Deril worried that they'd know anyways. As part of the Sunlord's family, he was reclusive, but he did get out from time to time. 
 
    "I don't understand," he said. "Why are you supporting me in this? Don't you want to say that I should stay here, that I should keep trying to develop the powers I obviously don't have." 
 
    "I'd like to say that," she replied. "But perhaps you're right. Perhaps you will never develop the powers of a Sunlord." She wiped away another tear, looking alarmingly frail, as though these revelations had taken a lot out of her. "It might be my fault." 
 
    He turned to her, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    "No Sunlord has ever had children with a Fireweaver, and that might have affected your powers. Karik couldn't become a Sunlord because he's a Fireweaver, and I think you can't because something about my power has interacted with your father's. Perhaps someone with direct Fireweaver ancestry can't ever be a Sunlord." 
 
    "At least there might be a reason," Deril said, but he couldn't bring himself to feel relieved. "I always thought I'd done something wrong."  
 
    To his surprise, his anger had faded. Yes, his mother was a Fireweaver, but that didn't change the person she was. Now he even understood her favoritism toward Karik. She wasn't favoring Karik. She was protecting him, guiding him. But she'd failed. 
 
    "Do you hate me?" she asked, tears streaming down her face. She looked so fragile, so human—not the monster he'd expected of a Fireweaver. 
 
    "I don't know," he said. "I need to pray." 
 
    "May Aralea give you the answers you seek." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: The Path of Exile 
 
    Rella trembled as she backed away from Rendir, who advanced on her with fire in his gaze. How could she have been so careless? She'd worked her whole life to keep her Fireweaving secret. She couldn't face execution now. There had to be a way out of this. 
 
    His sword felt cold against her neck. 
 
    "Do you truly want to do this?" she asked. "I saved your life." 
 
    "That doesn't matter," he said, his gaze hard. "You're the enemy. You always have been." 
 
    Rella's heart pounded. "Think about this logically. If I were the enemy, I would have joined with the people who attacked us. I would have let you die. Perhaps Fireweavers are not all evil." 
 
    "Or they just appear to be decent people," Rendir said, pressing the sword harder to her neck, so hard she thought it would draw blood. "People do lie from time to time." 
 
    "Have I ever seemed like a liar?" 
 
    "No, but you are. That's clear now." 
 
    Azira stepped closer, her face pale. "I can't let you do this, Rendir." 
 
    Rendir glared at her. "I told you stay out of this. This woman is not the friend you think she is. She's the enemy hiding among us, waiting for the best moment to strike." 
 
    "That can't be true," Tarell said, moving to step between them but hesitating at the last moment. "I know Rella as well as I know myself. I don't blame her for keeping this a secret. Look at the mess it's created. Please, let her go." 
 
    Rendir hesitated a few moments, as though waging an internal battle. "I can't do that. It goes against everything I believe in, everything that keeps our world alive. Fireweavers will be the end of the world. Scripture says that much. We have to put aside our personal feelings and do what's right for everyone." He shook his head slowly. "I'm sorry, Rella." 
 
    He pulled his sword away and prepared to plunge it through Rella's chest. Rella turned at the last moment, weaving Yellow and Blue to create a shield. The sword slowed moments before it hit her chest and struck a soft blow, cutting through a layer or two of skin. 
 
    She twisted away from Rendir's next attack and wove Yellow and Green within her to alter the ground beneath Rendir. A small hole appeared beneath Rendir's feet, and he fell into it. She manipulated the ground, trapping his feet among the heavy rocks. When he tried to pull free, he fell against the snow-covered ground. 
 
    Rendir had told her before that he couldn't weave Yellow and Green, so she knew she had him trapped. He continued struggling, glaring up at her from the ground. 
 
    "I don't want to hurt you," she said, trembling. "Please, let this go." 
 
    "I can't do that. You have to die." 
 
    "Well, you won't get anywhere for a while." Rella figured it would be hours before Rendir could free himself on his own—long enough that she could get away. "And don't even think of using Sunweaving against me. You know I'm more talented than you." 
 
    "I am no fool," Rendir said. "You have me defenseless." 
 
    Rella wove Yellow and Blue, creating a shield around him. Instead of protecting him, it was designed to prevent him from using his powers on her. A very powerful Sunweaver might break through her shield, but she didn't think Rendir had that much skill. 
 
    Tarell  put a hand on her shoulder, his touch warm and comforting. "Is everything he said true? Are you a Fireweaver?" 
 
    "Yes, and a very talented one. I can do all the weaves." 
 
    Azira's eyes widened. "I didn't know you could do all the weaves. Why do we have to kill people with such talent?" 
 
    "I wish I knew," Rella said. "My mother wasn't evil. I'm not evil. Even those bandits we faced aren't evil. They could have killed us all easily." She checked that Rendir remained trapped in the ground. "I don't know what to believe about my powers. I know they come from Halarik, that Halarik is evil, but does that make the powers themselves evil?" 
 
    Tarell scratched at his brown hair. "I have no idea. I always thought it did." 
 
    Azira glanced warily at Rendir, then looked south, toward the Snow Knife Mountains. "What are we going to do now? Are you going to kill Rendir?" 
 
    It was the easy choice. The choice many would make.  
 
    "No," Rella said. "Rendir is not a bad man, simply a misguided one. He is not alone in that. Do I hold a grudge against the Church of Aralea for persecuting people like me? Yes. But I can't hold that against people who've grown up with the Church's indoctrination." 
 
    "It's not indoctrination," Rendir said, straining to move. "It's the truth." 
 
    Rella turned back to him, finding that she wasn't angry. "As I said, I don't hold it against you." 
 
    Tarell massaged her shoulder. His touch felt so warm, so safe, but she could no longer have a life with him. As long as Rendir survived, he would hunt her down. 
 
    "What are you going to do now?" Tarell asked. 
 
    Tears formed in Rella's eyes. "I-I'll have to go into exile. It's the only choice." 
 
    "We're coming with you," Azira said, tugging at her brown hair. 
 
    Rella pulled away from Tarell and walked a few steps, turning away from her friends to hide the tears streaming down her face. "You two can't come with me. You have lives back home." 
 
    "But I love you," Tarell said as he wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    Rella could barely speak through her tears. "And I love you, too. But this isn't the life for you. You can keep working for my father. He'll understand why I have to do this." 
 
    She pulled out of Tarell's hug. 
 
    "But where can you go?" Azira said. "How do you know these Fireweavers will take you in? How do you know they're decent people?" 
 
    "The leader spoke to me," Rella said, stomach churning. "She offered me a chance to go with them." 
 
    "But do you trust them?" Tarell asked. "You'll be all alone with them. I don't care if everyone down there's a Fireweaver. I have to come with you, Rella." 
 
    Rella wiped away her tears. "I have no idea if I can trust them, and I doubt they'll trust two Suncasters. You don't want this life. You don't want to worry every day that you'll wake up with a knife in your back. Go home. I'll manage." 
 
    "But you won't be happy," Tarell said. "You need us." 
 
    Why did they have to prolong this? The decision was hard enough already. 
 
    "I'll manage," Rella said. "I'm resilient. I can create a new life for myself. I'd love for you to be a part of it, but that isn't possible. We belong to different worlds now." Her tears came stronger than ever. "I'll always love you, Tarell, and I'll never forget you." 
 
    "No," Tarell said, "that's not how it should be." 
 
    "Perhaps it is," Azira said. "We don't belong in that world." 
 
    Tarell sank to his knees. "I belong wherever Rella is." He looked up at Rella. "I was going to wait until we got home, but I want you to marry me." 
 
    "No, you don't," Rella said. "I'm a Fireweaver. You deserve someone who won't bring you pain and danger. You deserve a life where you don't have to worry that your wife and children will be executed one day. You're a good man, Tarell, and I love you." She found she could barely speak. "But we can't be together. We never could have been." 
 
    It was strange that she realized that just now. She'd always had her doubts, but Rendir's actions had given her clarity—however much she wished things were different. 
 
    Azira squatted beside Tarell and started as though she was going to put a hand on Tarell's shoulder, but then she pulled it away. "Let her go," she said. "If it's truly meant to be, Aralea will find a way to make it happen. You'll have to trust Rella's judgment." 
 
    Rella did put her hands on Tarell's shoulders. "You trust me, don't you?" 
 
    "Of course. I just can't stand to see you go." 
 
    "It isn't easy," Rella said, "but it's the only choice I can make." She took Tarell's head into her hand and pulled his face close to hers. They shared a long, passionate kiss. She didn't care that they were both trembling, that tears covered their faces. She wished she could always have Tarell by her side, wished she could change her luck in life. 
 
    But her father had always told her that you had to make the best of what life gave you. Life had made her a Fireweaver. Life had allowed her powers to be discovered. She couldn't change those facts. She could only adapt and live the best life she could. 
 
    At last, they broke apart, and Rella's tears streamed harder than ever. "I knew this day would come eventually, but I didn't want to think about it, didn't want to accept that it might actually happen. I thought that I could avoid it if I pretended I was normal. I was wrong." 
 
    Tarell looked up at her. "There's no shame in that. I understand." 
 
    "I'll miss you," Rella said. 
 
    "As I will miss you," Tarell said. 
 
    Azira wiped away a tear. "As will I." 
 
    They all stared at each other in tense silence. Rella had no idea how long that silence stretched. It felt like an eternity, like she was living in a dream. 
 
    The longer she hung around here, the harder it would be to leave. 
 
    "I have to go now," she said. "I have to find those bandits." 
 
    She returned to the caravan and grabbed a few supplies before returning one last time to say goodbye to her friends. 
 
    She kissed Tarell, hugged Azira, then started south toward the Snow Knife Mountains, feeling like lead weighed down her every step. She'd seen the bandits going this direction. Maybe she could catch up to them. 
 
    She didn't look back, knowing she'd lose all determination if she did. Tarell and Azira did not call out to her, and she tried to convince herself that they no longer existed, that they were merely players in a dream she could no longer touch. 
 
    This was her true life now, the life she'd chosen for herself. Even as miserable as she felt, she knew she'd made the right decision in leaving Rendir alive. Eventually, he would free himself, or Azira and Tarell would free him, but Rella would be long gone by then. 
 
    She followed the path, praying she'd catch up to those bandits, praying that she had judged them correctly. A cold wind swirled around her as she trudged through the snow, over rocky terrain. Ahead, the Snow Knife Mountains loomed like a giant prison wall. Once she crossed those mountains, she would be part of the world she'd always tried to avoid. 
 
    Was it an evil world? She didn't know what to think anymore. 
 
    The afternoon wore on as she followed the bandits' footprints in the snow, crossing a landscape that grew more and more uneven. How far had they gone? What if she never caught up to them and froze to death crossing the mountains? 
 
    The snow fell harder, obscuring the bandits' footprints. She wrapped her fur cloak tighter about her and wove a shield to protect herself against the cold, but she still shivered. And it was only a little below freezing. The thought of living south of those mountains, in the Frozen Lands, made her feel even colder. 
 
    Whenever she thought of Azira and Tarell, tears trickled down her cheeks. She had not expected this day to come so soon. Would execution have been a better choice? 
 
    The snow became heavier and heavier, swirling around her in frigid blasts of wind. Soon visibility was so poor she could see only a few feet. She had lost all hope of finding the bandits. Maybe it would be better if she let herself succumb to the cold. After all, would Fireweavers accept her as one of them? She had denied her identity for so long. 
 
    But was that her identity? She thought of herself as a Sunweaver, not a Fireweaver. 
 
    It didn't matter now. She had to accept what she'd always been. A new life waited for her somewhere beyond those mountains, and she had to make the best of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: The Slave Auction 
 
    Kadin woke early the next morning, chilled by the certainty of what lay ahead. The sun had not yet risen, and the only light outside came from their few remaining Sunlamps. 
 
    Why did those Sunlamps always go out around him? 
 
    Had Tyrine been correct in saying he might be a Suncaster? He didn't know much about Suncasting and Sunweaving. The Lightless didn't concern themselves with such things. All that mattered was survival. 
 
    Kadin's neck felt tender, probably covered in bruises. What would people think of him at the slave market today? Would they be afraid to take a bruised slave? 
 
    He rolled out of his stone bed. A light coating of fur and feathers lay atop the stone. Not the most comfortable, but he'd grown used to it. Would he have such meager comforts as these in his life as a slave? He'd heard too many stories of abuse and hardship. 
 
    The rest of his family was asleep, snoring faintly. The room's lone Sunlamp was dark, and even if he hadn't been worried about waking his family, he wouldn't have touched it. The last thing he wanted to do was leave them with the parting present of another dead Sunlamp. 
 
    Yesterday, it hadn't seemed quite real, but now he knew he'd be gone within hours. Would he ever see Tyrine again? Or his friend Damin, who lived in town? Would anyone else miss him? 
 
    He pushed through the stone door and stepped out into the cool air, then made his way around the farm by the light of distant Sunlamps. Tyrine didn't want him to run away, but it seemed the best idea. Surely he could find a life in nearby Illindel, or perhaps in the capital city of Hyrandel. Many Lightless lived on the streets there, making livings as petty thieves. Bleak, but it sounded better than slavery. 
 
    His steps took him to the short stone fence at the edge of the farm. In the distance, the dim glow of Illindel's Sunlamps filled the sky. He'd be there in a few hours, facing his grim future. He leaned against the fence. Could he abandon Tyrine? He wanted to escape, but she had always been kind to him. She would never forgive him if he left. 
 
    And he would never forgive himself. 
 
    The sky had lightened to the east. He strode back toward the house, his decision made. He hated it more than he'd ever hated anything, except perhaps his father, but it was the right decision. The only decision. He'd have to make the best of it. 
 
    When he entered, his family still slept, but they didn't take long to wake. They had a quick, meager breakfast before Kadin and his father began the long walk to Illindel. 
 
    "Let's get moving," his father said, yanking at his arm. Kadin hadn't finished his food, but he knew protesting would do him no good. 
 
    He rose from the table, looking at Tyrine for a long moment. It had never been so difficult to force the words out of his mouth. "Goodbye, Tyrine. I'll miss you." 
 
    He turned away without a word for his mother or Ralin. His father nodded tersely, and they stepped out of the house. The dim morning sun barely softened the chill in the air. 
 
    Kadin's father whispered a cheerful tune as they walked, and Kadin resisted the burning desire to break the man's jaw. His father, after all, was not known for his rationality. If he got too angry, he might kill Kadin. 
 
    "I can't believe this day has finally come," Kadin's father said with a smile. "I will finally be rid of you." 
 
    "Who did Mother sleep with?" Kadin asked. 
 
    His father narrowed his eyes. "How am I supposed to know?" 
 
    "Just thought I'd ask." 
 
    "Well, I'm tired of your curiosity. Do that as a slave and you'll suffer nothing but beatings. Soon you will realize that I've gone easy on you." 
 
    Kadin said nothing as they left the farm behind, marching along an uneven road bordered by rocks and stunted bushes. Occasionally, a horse-drawn wagon would pass them.  
 
    Every step felt like a march to his execution. Deep down, he had the feeling he'd rather be dead, for then his misery could be over. He could be in the Sun Kingdom with Aralea. He could be free from his father, who would end up down in the core with Halarik. 
 
    It took them a few hours to reach town. The streets bustled with morning activity. People racing back and forth. Horse-drawn carts rattling across the rocky streets. Merchants announcing their wares in the nearby market. Kadin and his father passed buildings made of stone, buildings that were usually built by Yellow/Green Sunweavers, who could manipulate rock into shapes. 
 
    But that took time and energy, so most of the buildings had fallen into various states of disrepair, especially those buildings owned by the Lightless. 
 
    Kadin and his father didn't go to the poorer sections of town, though. The market stood in a well-kept district where the streets weren't too uneven, where many Suncasters lived. The Sunweavers, however, lived toward the edge of the city, in grand stone manors. 
 
    In the center of the market district, eight people were lined up in chains. Some were young, about Kadin's age, but others looked older and rougher—probably criminals. A man in the golden Sun Guard uniform watched over the chained prisoners. 
 
    With a bounce to his step, Kadin's father walked toward the man. "I have another slave for you." 
 
    The Sun Guard turned, narrowing his eyes at Kadin. "He looks rather small." 
 
    "My son has grown up working on a farm," Kadin's father said. "He's stronger than he looks." 
 
    "You intend to sell your own son into slavery?" 
 
    "We need the money," Kadin's father said, running a hand through his dark beard. "There's no law against it." 
 
    "I can't say there is, but I find it unusual." The Sun Guard stepped closer to Kadin, narrowing his eyes as he looked at Kadin's neck. "What're these bruises?" 
 
    Kadin's father maintained a calm expression. "He got into a fight the other day. He's got a bit of a temper. Part of the reason we want to get rid of him." 
 
    Kadin didn't know how to respond to his father's lie. His father deserved to be exposed for the murderous bastard he was, but at the same time, Kadin doubted the Sun Guard would take much interest. No one cared about the Lightless, not unless there was an actual murder.  
 
    Even then, they might ignore it. 
 
    "I didn't get into a fight," Kadin said, pointing at his father. "He did this." 
 
    "And he's a liar," Kadin's father said, shooting a venomous look at Kadin. "You can ask any of us. He got into a fight." 
 
    The Sun Guard looked on with a frown. "I really don't care. If you want to sell him into slavery, that's your right. And if that's what he has to deal with at home, it might be a better life for him. Come with me. I'll need your signature." 
 
    His signature. That was all Kadin's father could write. No one bothered to teach the Lightless anything. No one cared enough. 
 
    Kadin hung a few feet back from his father and the Sun Guard, shifting his weight back and forth. The Sun Guard went over terms of the sale with Kadin's father, and Kadin's father signed the document, failing to hide a grin. Disgusting. Kadin would get his revenge one day. 
 
    The Sun Guard conferred with a few of his nearby comrades, obtained a large sum of gold coins, then handed the coins to Kadin's father. 
 
    Kadin's father kept smiling, as though daring Kadin to say something, but Kadin didn't respond. He watched with narrowed eyes as his father turned and strode away, leaving him to his grim fate.  
 
    Could this life be better than the one he'd had? 
 
    The Sun Guard walked over to Kadin, put his hands on Kadin's shoulders, and moved his clean-shaven face close to Kadin's. "I believe what you said about your father." 
 
    "Then why'd you let him sell me?" 
 
    "No one cares about the Lightless. To the law, a family fight among the Lightless doesn't matter. I let him sell you because slavery is probably better than life with a man like that. It won't be easy, but some slaves even earn their freedom eventually." 
 
    "And what if you're wrong?" Kadin asked, feeling sick. 
 
    "Well, that is a possibility. In that case, you won't thank me." The Sun Guard tried a reassuring smile, but it looked forced.  
 
    The man led Kadin over to the other slaves, but didn't place him in chains. "I'm putting trust in you. Don't run. You will regret it if you do." 
 
    Kadin knew better than to disobey a Sun Guard. They were all Sunweavers, far above his station and with powers he could never hope to rival. He stood beside the other slaves, all of whom were chained. 
 
    The closest prisoner looked a year or two older than Kadin, and she was pretty, with curly brown hair, but she was also terribly skinny. She gave him a smile. "You look miserable." 
 
    Kadin stifled a nervous laugh. "Well, I'm about to be a slave." 
 
    "It could be worse. Slaves usually get fed. Better than life on the streets." 
 
    "I wish I'd grown up on the streets instead of with my father." 
 
    She gave him a sharp look. "Don't say that. You don't know what it's like worrying if you'll ever get your next meal, worrying about street gangs and avoiding Sun Guards. Maybe your father abused you, but you didn't have it as bad as you think." 
 
    Kadin hadn't thought of that. Maybe slavery wouldn't be so terrible. At the moment, though, it was impossible to find anything positive about his situation. 
 
    "How'd you end up here?" he asked. 
 
    "Got caught stealing food." She shrugged, looking uncomfortable. "Can't say I'm too upset." 
 
    "You never told me your name." 
 
    "Faina." 
 
    "Kadin." 
 
    The rest of the chained slaves, all men, were ignoring Kadin and Faina. Most of them looked pale and terrified. The older, rough-looking men talked quietly among themselves. Kadin couldn't shake his suspicion that they were hardened criminals. 
 
    The Sun Guard kept watch over them, and Kadin didn't think of running. Though the man had treated Kadin kindly, he didn't seem a man to cross. And even if Kadin did escape, he wasn't sure he could manage life on the streets. Faina was right. As tough as his life had been, he had never starved. Other people had it much worse. 
 
    Kadin turned to Faina, about to ask her more questions, but then the Sun Guard stepped toward them. "All right. It's time for the auction. Come with us." 
 
    The other Sun Guards appeared, drew their swords, and led the slaves out of this corner of the square, to a raised platform ahead of them. They all stepped onto this platform and lined up. Kadin remained close to Faina, feeling like he didn't belong here. 
 
    Below, a group of four potential owners assembled, staring up at Kadin and the other slaves with discerning expressions. Kadin couldn't help but feel that he was being evaluated like a cut of meat at the butcher's. It made him feel less than human. Other people, probably affiliated with their potential owners, stood farther back. 
 
    Faina looked pale. 
 
    "You all right?" Kadin asked quietly, not sure if they were allowed to speak. 
 
    "I feel so inadequate here. I'm the only girl. I'm not as strong as anyone else here." Her chin trembled. "And look at the way that one on the right is looking at me. I don't like it." 
 
    Kadin examined that man. He was leering at Faina in a way that struck Kadin as sexual. Kadin prayed that someone else would choose her. 
 
    The Sun Guard stepped to the front of the platform and looked down at the crowd. "It's time for this auction to begin. We have nine slaves here. Most are pretty criminals. Thievery. Assault. Those kinds of crimes. The one farthest on the left was regrettably sold by his struggling family. The one in the middle—I believe you've already been informed of his situation." 
 
    Kadin felt grateful that the man had said how he was different from the others. Maybe that would allow him to find a better owner. Still, he felt like throwing up. 
 
    The auction began, and the Sun Guard started at the other side of the line. Kadin knew little about money, so he had no idea how much the men were paying for each slave. The longer the wait stretched, the more his legs trembled. 
 
    He shouldn't have felt so anxious. After all, how was this any different from his previous life? He'd been nothing but a slave to his father. A slave who couldn't do anything right. 
 
    Would that change in new surroundings, or would he keep disabling Sunlamps? 
 
    One slave sold, then another, and another. Eventually, the Sun Guard turned his attention to Faina. Kadin looked out at their potential owners. Three of the four had purchased two slaves each, but the one who was too interested in Faina had only bought one. 
 
    "This girl has committed minor food theft," the Sun Guard said, projecting his voice. "She looks a little underfed, but that can be corrected easily enough." 
 
    The bidding began. The three who'd already purchased two slaves quickly dropped out, leaving Faina to the creepy one, who leered up at her again. At the conclusion of the bidding, the Sun Guard led her down to her new owner. 
 
    Kadin felt naked and alone on the stone platform. He didn't even have Faina's beauty. What skills could he offer a slave owner?  
 
    The Sun Guard cleared his throat. "This boy, as I said earlier, was sold by his family, who needed more money to survive. He might not be the largest or strongest, but he promises to be a less difficult slave since he is not a criminal of any kind." 
 
    Kadin thought that might help him, but when the bidding began, they all seemed less enthusiastic to purchase him. His heart pounded, and he struggled to keep his legs steady. 
 
    Faina's new owner won the bidding for Kadin. Though Kadin was happy he'd get to see Faina again, he didn't like something about their owner. Kadin's legs trembled more than ever. 
 
    The Sun Guard put a hand on Kadin's shoulder and spoke in a low voice. "I'm sorry he's the one who purchased you. I've heard tales about how he treats slaves. Stay strong." 
 
    Kadin made his way to his new owner on wobbly legs, the Sun Guard's words lingering in his thoughts. He looked into his owner's eyes, and shuddered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: A Secret Meeting 
 
    Deril closed his eyes and prayed, kneeling on the floor of one of the temple's prayer chambers. The conversation with his mother haunted him. How could this woman he'd known his whole life be a Fireweaver? Was everything he'd ever learned wrong? 
 
    He prayed and prayed, but he got no answers. In truth, he had no idea if Aralea heard people's prayers. She never intervened in worldly affairs. 
 
    Deril rose and walked out of the room. Outside the door, he encountered Father Alvin, one of the temple's many priests. 
 
    "You look troubled," said Father Alvin. "Anything I can help with?" 
 
    Deril didn't think he could trust the priest with the secrets he'd just learned. Besides, Deril had promised his mother he wouldn't reveal her true nature. 
 
    "I'm questioning everything at the moment," Deril said. "Thank you for the offer, but I need to sort through my thoughts on my own." 
 
    Father Alvin nodded in support. "You are welcome to speak to me if you change your mind." 
 
    Deril thanked him again and turned left down the corridor. As he walked, he couldn't help but feel Father Alvin's gaze on his back. He glanced back and could have sworn he saw a knowing look in the priest's eyes. Did Father Alvin somehow know the truth? 
 
    No. That wasn't possible. It was only Deril's imagination, his newfound paranoia. Pushing these concerns aside, Deril marched to the part of the temple where he knew he'd find Tiran. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Tiran asked as soon as he saw Deril. "What did your mother tell you?" 
 
    Deril hesitated. Should he reveal his mother's secrets to Tiran? Like any good Sun Guard, Tiran worshipped Aralea and believed Fireweavers were evil. How would he react? 
 
    "That's between the two of us," Deril said. 
 
    "You can trust me. Whatever the secret is, I can handle it." 
 
    "Not this secret," Deril said, walking away with regret. 
 
    Tiran grabbed his arm. "Wait. Captain Hanir is going to have us meet and discuss what we're going to do about your father's disappearance. The meeting will begin shortly." 
 
    "All right," Deril said, a little sharply. "Lead the way." He didn't know what they'd accomplish at  this meeting. All they could do was address how they'd keep the kidnapping secret. The people of Tarileth would panic if they found out. Deril had trouble fighting panic himself. 
 
    They walked along the wide stone corridors of the Temple of Aralea, making their way by the light of Sunlamps. Toward the center of the temple, they entered a large conference room. Those of the temple's Sun Guards who were not currently assigned to posts were all there. Captain Hanir sat at the head of the rectangular stone table, looking on with concern. Deril and Tiran took seats near him.  
 
    Captain Hanir called for calm, and everyone in the giant chamber fell silent. Deril fidgeted in his cushioned stone chair. 
 
    "As we all know by now," Hanir said, "Sunlord Zaren has been kidnapped. So has Karik, Zaren's son. We don't know who kidnapped them, or why, but we must address this issue." 
 
    We do know who did the kidnapping? Deril thought, but he couldn't reveal it, not without breaking his mother's confidence. How could he pursue his investigation and keep the details of it secret? He felt as though he were in a raging river, struggling to stay afloat in frigid waters. 
 
    "I would like everyone's input," Hanir said, "before we choose a course of action." He turned to Deril. "You saw the wagon carrying him. Did you find out anything?" 
 
    "I didn't get close enough," Deril said. "I have nothing." 
 
    He prayed that no one would see through his lies. His mother sat off to his left, looking on with a frown, her face pale. She made eye contact with him, and he nodded. 
 
    "What about you two?" Hanir asked, looking to the two guards who'd manned the gate and let the wagon through. 
 
    "We already told Deril before," said the man. "Nothing seemed amiss. Karik was leading the wagon, and he didn't seem like he was under duress. There were a few other people that I've seen with Karik before. We didn't see the Sunlord at all. He must've been hidden." 
 
    Hanir frowned. "Are you saying Karik might have been involved?" 
 
    "I don't know. I'm only pointing out what I observed." 
 
    "Well, we need to consider all possibilities," Hanir said, drumming his fingers on the stone table. "I'd like to think Karik was a victim in this, but we can't be sure of anything until we acquire more information." He ran a hand through his dark beard. "We also need to address what we're going to tell the people." 
 
    "We shouldn't tell them anything," Deril said. "They'll panic." 
 
    Hanir chewed on his lower lip. "Yes, that seems likely. But we'll have to inform the Church of Aralea and the Sunweaver Council. 
 
    Deril's mother cleared her throat. "I'm afraid that might lead to the word spreading. Zaren has been rather reclusive as of late. Even the Council rarely sees him. We could try to hide this for now." 
 
    "Mother, I agree with Hanir," Deril said. "We can't keep this information from them. The Church and the Council are smart enough to avoid spreading the news." 
 
    She gave him a sharp look. "Perhaps I do not trust them as you do." 
 
    Deril understood her reluctance. The Church and the Council were foremost among the authorities that persecuted Fireweavers. This was a different kind of matter, however. They could trust those bodies with this. It was better than risking that they'd discover the kidnapping on their own. That would lead to friction between them and the Sunlord's family. 
 
    High Priest Teravin, the leader of the Church and a member of the Council, was well-known for his strong stance against Fireweavers. He also seemed to have his eyes on High Councilor Jarek's position at the head of the Council. A man that powerful would not react well if the Sun Guard kept the Sunlord's disappearance a secret. 
 
    "Trust doesn't matter," Hanir said. "Deril's right. They have to know." 
 
    There was some murmuring, but no one disagreed outright. 
 
    Deril's mother looked away. He didn't know what to think of her. Did she have a good point when she said they shouldn't let the news spread? If Fireweavers were as prevalent in society as she said, word could reach the wrong people. 
 
    At the head of the table, Hanir massaged his temples. "I hate this. We have no leads. We've failed in our duty. How could this happen? How did they get in so easily?" 
 
    "Are you sure Karik wasn't involved?" asked a Sun Guard Deril didn't know. 
 
    "Why would the Sunlord's own son kidnap him?" 
 
    No one had an answer for that. 
 
    Deril glanced at his mother, who looked paler than before. As much as he hated what she was, he wished he could reassure her and convince her he wouldn't turn her in. He wished he could convince himself. Letting her remain free felt wrong. 
 
    But not as wrong as it felt to keep everything secret. He couldn't do it alone. 
 
    "If we have nothing else," Hanir said, "we'll get back to our posts. We've already alerted the rest of the Sun Guard. Let's pray that someone finds him before it's too late." 
 
    Hanir dismissed the meeting, and Deril left with Tiran. 
 
    "Do you have to get back to your post immediately?" Deril asked, putting a hand on Tiran's armored shoulder. 
 
    "I suppose I could spare a few moments," Tiran said. "You ready to share these secrets?" 
 
    "Well, I don't know if I'm ready, but I know I can't do what I have to do alone." He glanced around the crowded corridor. "Let's go to my chamber." 
 
    They went up a nearby set of stairs, passed through more wide corridors, and arrived at Deril's chamber. He led Tiran inside and thrust the door closed. His chamber was large, with rich red carpets, sturdy stone furniture, and thick glass windows through which the dim evening sun shone. 
 
    Deril and Tiran sat down in stone chairs covered with soft red cushions. 
 
    "So what do you know?" Tiran asked, leaning forward. 
 
    "You need to promise not to spread this information." 
 
    "Of course," Tiran said without hesitation. "I promise." And he would keep his word. Tiran was an honorable man. 
 
    "Karik kidnapped my father." 
 
    "How do you know that?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "Karik is a Fireweaver. So is my mother. That's what she told me today." 
 
    Tiran scanned Deril's face for a few long moments. "You're not lying. I can tell. It seems ridiculous, but I have to believe it." 
 
    "You will keep it secret, right?" 
 
    "Well, I shouldn't," Tiran said, shifting in his chair. "But you're my friend, and I made a promise." He shook his head, chewing on his lower lip. "To tell you the truth, I'm not so sure about Fireweavers being evil by nature. Sun Guards come across Fireweavers frequently. Most of them seem like normal people simply trying to hide their powers. Not evil at all." 
 
    "You're taking this a lot better than I did. When my mother first told me, I wanted to run and tell someone. I made her a promise, though." Deril scratched his chin. "Do you really believe they aren't evil by nature?" 
 
    "Yes, I just never had any reason to share such dangerous thoughts until now." 
 
    "Maybe my mother is right," Deril said. "This world is more complicated than we've been led to believe. I just wish I knew what I should believe." 
 
    "Does your mother have any information?" 
 
    "That's what she wanted to tell me. She's going to contact someone she knows from the Brotherhood of Fire. Then we'll have to infiltrate the group and find out who in there is also part of Halarik's Chosen. She is almost certain that Halarik's Chosen kidnapped my father." 
 
    "I don't think you can do this on your own," Tiran said, smiling for the first time in a while, as though he looked forward to joining Deril in this dangerous investigation. 
 
    "Well, that's why I've told you," Deril said. "I'll need help. We need to figure out why they took my father and who exactly is in charge." 
 
    Tiran glanced around, Sunlamps bathing his face in a golden glow. "This could be very dangerous." 
 
    "I know, and I hate to sound dramatic, but I have the feeling the fate of the world is at stake here. Father's the only Sunlord left." 
 
    Deril had always found that suspicious. In years past, there had been as many as ten Sunlords at once. Over the last decade, though, assassins had targeted anyone who showed the promise of becoming a Sunlord, leaving Deril's father to shoulder the duty alone. 
 
    But who would kill Sunlords? The world would die without them. Deril couldn't feel the sun the way his father could, but he trusted his father's judgment. The sun was dying. One Sunlord alone could not sustain it. 
 
    "I have the same feeling," Tiran said. "We need to act quickly." 
 
    A knock sounded on the stone door. Deril rose and answered it to find his mother standing in the doorway, joined by a dark-haired, middle-aged woman. 
 
    "May we come in?" his mother asked. Deril nodded and led them to more of the stone chairs filling the large chamber. Tiran watched the new arrival with suspicion, looking uncomfortable as everyone took seats. 
 
    The middle-aged woman's severe gaze settled on Tiran. "Who is this?" 
 
    "That's Tiran," Deril said. "He knows everything I do. And you are?" 
 
    "Daine," the woman said. "An old friend of your mothers. Are you sure it was wise to involve a Sun Guard in these matters?" 
 
    Daine sounded too cold, too harsh, but Deril had to trust his mother's judgment.  
 
    "Tiran is a friend," he said. "He's more sympathetic toward Fireweavers than I am, and he promised me he would not reveal the secret." 
 
    "Promises are not exactly sacred in our world," Daine said. 
 
    "He'll keep his promise," Deril said as he took a seat. "As will I." 
 
    His mother gave him a hard look. "You've already told someone else. Why should I believe that you won't let my secret spread any farther? Perhaps you'll tell Captain Hanir." 
 
    "I won't tell him," Deril said, fidgeting in his stone chair. He felt as though Daine's dark eyes could see right through him. "I know he wouldn't approve. He's a very devout man." 
 
    "I trust my son," his mother said at last, putting a hand on Daine's arm. "And I know Tiran well enough to believe he'll keep his word. However, I can't say I know how he truly feels." 
 
    Tiran tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. "I don't believe Fireweavers are inherently evil. I've seen too many good people executed simply for being Fireweavers. I used to be much more devout. Now, I'm not so sure." 
 
    Daine kept her gaze severe, her eyes narrowed. Deril didn't like her, but he could understand why she might not trust them. Fireweavers had to be paranoid, for any day could turn out to be their last. Deril felt a pang of sympathy. 
 
    Was that the right way to feel, or was he going against his faith? 
 
    "I'm not sure I should trust either of you," Daine said. "But I rarely trust anyone." 
 
    "What is our plan?" Deril asked, tired of talking in circles. He wove Yellow and Blue within him, casting a shield around the room that would keep anyone else from hearing them. 
 
    "With my help," Daine said, "you are going to enter the Brotherhood of Fire here in Hyrandel. They're hesitant to accept newcomers, especially ones who are not Fireweavers, so you will come with me. I will pledge my support to you and tell them of your mother's support." 
 
    Deril turned to his mother. "Will you be coming with us?" 
 
    "No, I need to keep my powers secret. More than ever." 
 
    "Once you're inside," Daine said, "you'll be on your own. You will come with assumed identities. As your mother has told you, there are some among us in the Brotherhood who are also members of Halarik's chosen. They will be watching you. They, more than anyone, will be suspicious of new arrivals. You two will be playing a very dangerous game." 
 
    Tiran leaned forward. "Why can't you help us once we're inside?" 
 
    Daine's gaze remained stern. "Do you think your investigation is the only secret activity I'm involved in? In the Brotherhood, we play a lot of political games. If you make a wrong move, you'll wake up with a knife in your back. The stronger the hold of Halarik's Chosen becomes, the more dangerous these games are. And they're stronger than ever." 
 
    Tiran opened his mouth to respond, but Deril held up a hand to silence him. "I think I understand. You need to make it appear as though you support Halarik's Chosen." 
 
    Daine smiled for the first time. "Exactly. If I associated too closely with your investigation and you got caught, I would be killed right with you." 
 
    "But isn't this important enough to take that risk?" Tiran said. "After all, the scriptures say Fireweavers may be the end of the world. If they kill the Sunlord, that could easily happen." 
 
    "Yes, it could," Daine said, "but I doubt they'll kill him." 
 
    "You can't know that," Tiran said. 
 
    "Halarik's Chosen might seem evil," Daine said, "but they are as interested in survival as anyone. Those scriptures you cite are unclear, possibly complete lies, and the Church has altered them to support their own views on the world. One cannot predict the future." 
 
    Deril had always wondered about that. No type of Sunweaving could predict the future. The scriptures claimed such visions came from Aralea, but was there a chance that the Church had fabricated these prophecies? 
 
    "How do we know we can trust anything you say?" Tiran asked. Deril stifled a laugh, knowing how little Tiran was predisposed to trusting anyone. 
 
    Daine looked on with no expression. "You'll have to find out the truth for yourself. The Brotherhood has collected original versions of the scriptures. The Church's priests claim these versions are not originals, that they are alterations. You'll have to decide what you think." 
 
    "But why would the Church hide the truth?" Deril asked. And why was he prepared to accept anything this woman told him? She was a Fireweaver, one he hadn't known his whole life. 
 
    "It's simple," Daine said. "The truth would send the world into chaos." 
 
    "What is this dangerous truth?" Tiran asked, leaning so far forward he was barely sitting in the chair. 
 
    "Aralea is dead." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: The Mission Begins 
 
    Deril fidgeted in the stone chair. How could Aralea be dead? That contradicted everything the Church taught. 
 
    "How do you know that?" he asked, trying to keep his voice calm. 
 
    "I knew you wouldn't accept it easily," Daine said. "But that's what the lost scriptures say. Six hundred years ago, Aralea did succeed in imprisoning Halarik, but she died in the process. All these years, people have been praying to no one." 
 
    "How can a god die?" Tiran said. "I thought that was the whole reason Aralea imprisoned Halarik instead of killing him. If she can die, then Halarik can die. Why didn't she kill Halarik instead? It would have been easier." 
 
    "No, it wouldn't have," Daine said. "Aralea's death isn't the only thing your Church has kept from you. The fact is Aralea was not as powerful as Halarik. She didn't kill Halarik because she couldn't. Imprisoning him through sacrificing herself was the only choice." 
 
    "I don't believe any of this," Deril said. "Where's the proof?" He had no idea if Daine was trying to trick him. She was a Fireweaver after all. Perhaps she worshipped Halarik and meant to make it sound like Halarik was more powerful when he truly wasn't. 
 
    "It's in the scriptures we hold. When you come with me, you can see." 
 
    "But there's no proof that those scriptures are true," Tiran said. 
 
    "Think through it logically," Daine said, her features tightening. "If Aralea were still alive, would she allow the sun to weaken like this? In the war between Aralea and Halarik, Halarik's final act was to weaken the sun, to prove that he was more powerful, that the world could survive on his powers with a weakened sun. Aralea might not have been as powerful as Halarik, but the sun was her domain. If she hadn't died, she would have restored it." 
 
    Instead, she'd given people the powers of Sunweaving and Suncasting, and most importantly, she'd given the powers of a Sunlord to a select few. Deril knew the official account, but he was starting to wonder about it, regardless of what he'd said to Daine. 
 
    "It does make a little sense," Deril said. "But I still don't see proof." 
 
    "I can understand," Daine said, her expression softening. 
 
    Deril didn't want to believe her, but she sounded sincere. He glanced at his mother, who'd been silent awhile. She looked uncomfortable, turning her gaze to the door. 
 
    Tiran gave Daine a sharp look. "I still don't trust you. You could be inventing all this to win us to your side. How can we know before it's too late?" 
 
    "Whether you believe it or not," Daine said, "we are on the same side." 
 
    Deril wanted to believe it, but Daine struck him as manipulative. Perhaps she was changing some key elements of her story to support her point. Or was Deril overly suspicious? 
 
    "We have to trust her at least a little," he said, turning his gaze to Tiran, feeling sick at the thought of trusting any Fireweaver. "We have to take some risks if we're going to find out who took my father. You willing?" 
 
    Tiran chewed on his lower lip, considering for a long time. "I suppose." 
 
    Deril turned back to Daine. "Do you have any ideas on why they might have taken my father? I know that's what we're investigating, but you have to know something. You understand these people in a way we don't." 
 
    "I can speculate," Daine said, "but I have no proof of anything. I do believe that Halarik's Chosen have been working behind the scenes to eliminate potential Sunlords. However, I have no idea why they might be doing this. You'll have to discover that yourselves." 
 
    Or you might know, and you're not telling us. 
 
    "Do you really want us to find answers?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "Of course I do," Daine said, her gaze hard and unyielding. "The Sunlord keeps everyone alive." 
 
    "Then why have Halarik's Chosen been eliminating potential Sunlords?" Deril asked, wishing he could figure out all of this. 
 
    Daine remained silent a few moments. "I don't know." 
 
    Once again, she sounded evasive, but Deril could do nothing about it. It was good enough that she'd agreed to help them. 
 
    Deril turned to his mother. "Do you agree with everything she's said?" 
 
    "I do. And I do trust her. If you trust my judgment, you will trust her as well." 
 
    "I'm not sure whom to trust anymore," Deril said, unable to meet his mother's gaze. 
 
    "How will this plan work?" Tiran asked. "You haven't told us how we're getting in." 
 
    "I will lead you there," Daine said, impatience creeping into her tone. She cast a quick glance at the door. "You two will be Zalin and Rorik, young Sunweavers who hold sympathies for the Brotherhood and Fireweavers in general." 
 
    "And how will we prove these sympathies?" Deril asked, leaning forward. His stomach churned, and he listened for movement in the adjoining hallway, despite the shield he'd woven. 
 
    "You must act the part," Daine said. "I will vouch for you to get you inside. After that, you'll have to keep the appearance of support. Perhaps, in time, you will even start believing your act." She rose from her stone chair. "I will return tomorrow. Be ready by then." 
 
    "We will be," Deril said as Daine and his mother walked to the door. They stepped through it, leaving Deril in a state of confusion. There were so many ways this plan could go wrong. How would he convince Captain Hanir to let him do this? He couldn't tell Hanir what he intended to do, but he had to tell the man something. 
 
    Deril rose, motioning for Tiran to follow. 
 
    Tiran jogged to catch up, his chainmail clinking beneath his golden uniform. "Where are we going?" 
 
    "We have to tell Hanir that we're following a confidential lead." 
 
    "You think he'll believe us?" 
 
    Deril stopped at the door, his chest tight. "We'll have to hope so." 
 
      
 
    Soon they sat in Captain Hanir's office, a small chamber lit by Sunlamps. Deril tried to calm his racing heart and roiling stomach, but he couldn't think of anything but how badly this might all turn out. Captain Hanir sat across from them, leaning on his clean stone desk. 
 
    "What is this important information?" he asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    "I've spoken to a confidential source," Deril said, praying this would work. "They've given me a lead to follow on my father's disappearance. I'm afraid I can't reveal who the source is or what the lead is. I promised to keep it secret. But you have to trust me. This is our best chance." 
 
    Hanir ran a hand through his dark beard, studying Deril and Tiran for a few long, tense moments. "I do trust you Deril. I trust you like I trust Zaren himself. If you need to keep this lead of yours secret, I understand." He frowned. "Still, I wonder how you came by this information. You haven't left the temple since you broke your legs." 
 
    "There are many people in the temple," Deril said, breaking out in a cold sweat despite the room's Sunlamps. "One of them had information we needed." 
 
    Hanir stroked his beard again. "My guards have informed me that your mother had a visitor today, a woman with suspected Fireweaver ties. Could this be related to your information?" 
 
    Deril tried to keep his expression neutral as he squirmed in the stone chair. "Perhaps my mother needed someone to comfort her after my father's disappearance." 
 
    "You're lying," Hanir said. "I think this woman gave you this information. You don't get to be a captain in the Sun Guard without being able to make logical connections." He shook his head gravely. "I have the feeling that what you're doing will be dangerous." 
 
    "Yes, we suspect it will be," Tiran said. 
 
    "I also have the feeling you're protecting someone. I've long wondered about some of your mother's acquaintances. If she weren't the Sunlord's wife, I'd have investigated her." 
 
    "What are you saying?" Deril demanded, feigning outrage. "Do you truly believe my mother would be involved with Fireweavers? That sounds ridiculous." 
 
    "I hope that, whatever you're doing, you don't need to do much acting, because you're a terrible actor, Deril." 
 
    Deril's stomach twisted. Hanir was getting too close to the truth. Not only that, but Deril worried now that he wouldn't fool anyone in the Brotherhood, especially not those who were also part of Halarik's chosen. They were suspicious by nature. 
 
    Tiran looked pale. "Please, sir, you don't need to get involved in this." 
 
    "I am involved," Hanir said. "It is my task to protect the Sunlord and his family. We've already lost one Sunlord and a potential Sunlord. We can't lose our land's only remaining hope." He narrowed his eyes at Tiran. "And you are one of my guards. If you want to do anything, I must approve it, and I'm not sure I should. Not without more details." 
 
    Deril had to think. What could he give away without revealing too much? He'd promised his mother that he wouldn't disclose her secret, and though he didn't trust Fireweavers, he meant to stand by his promise. 
 
    "I can tell you a few things," he said. "Our confidential informant has told us that Fireweavers are behind this, specifically Halarik's Chosen. Most likely, they've taken my father, and Karik, deep into the Frozen Lands. Before we can rescue them, we have to figure out why they wanted him. Even Fireweavers can't live without the Sunlord." 
 
    "And what is it that you intend to do?" Hanir asked. 
 
    "We're going to infiltrate the Brotherhood of Fire," Deril said, heart pounding. He wasn't sure how Hanir would react. "There are many Sunweavers among their numbers, so we should be all right. From there, we'll try to find those in the Brotherhood who are also affiliated with Halarik's Chosen, and hopefully we'll find out why they kidnapped my father." He let out a long sigh. "I know it's not much, but that's all I can give you." 
 
    Hanir frowned in deep thought. Had Deril given away too much? Would Hanir put a stop to this—or worse, demand the identity of their informant? 
 
    At last, Hanir said, "This is a very dangerous plan. Deril, I have no authority to forbid you from doing this, though I will warn you that your influence as the Sunlord's son will only protect you so much where the law is concerned." 
 
    "I understand," Deril said, but his stomach churned. Joining the Brotherhood, even as a spy, was against the law. Perhaps it was best that Hanir knew of the plan, at least in part. 
 
    "I can protect you to a certain extent," Hanir said, shifting in his stone chair. "But when you make yourself a spy, you accept some risk. I can't guarantee that you'll avoid justice if you commit any crimes in this endeavor." 
 
    "I know that," Deril said. "This is very important, though. I hate to sound dramatic, but the fate of the world might be involved here. We can't even know if my father is still performing as Sunlord." 
 
    "You still can't feel the sun?" Hanir said, concern etched on his face. 
 
    "No, I can't, and I doubt I ever will. This mission is my chance to help the world." 
 
    "Then I won't stop you," Hanir said. He turned his gaze to Tiran, who'd been tapping his gloved fingers on the arm of his chair. "As for you, Tiran, I should order you not to do this. However, at the same time, I recognize how important this could be. We need to do something. So I grant you permission to do this, with the same cautions I gave to Deril." 
 
    Tiran's expression relaxed. "Thank you, sir. We'll find the Sunlord." 
 
    "If anyone can do it, you can." 
 
    As nervous as Deril was, he had to agree. Tiran was one of the more talented Sunweavers among the Sun Guard, where talent in Sunweaving was a requirement for the job. And though Deril couldn't feel the sun like his father, his Sunweaving skills were nearly unrivaled. 
 
    Of course, that wouldn't do them much good if they faced many opponents at once. 
 
    "How will you explain our absence?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "I will tell some of the truth," Hanir said. "That you are on a secret mission related to the Sunlord's disappearance. But I won't give any details of the investigation." 
 
    Deril cleared his throat. "Is there any information you have that might help us? I'm sure you know at least something about the groups we're spying on." 
 
    "Well, I know that both groups are more active than we let the people know. Usually, we work behind the scenes to capture and kill Fireweavers, especially those in Halarik's Chosen. We don't want people knowing how strong the threat really is." 
 
    "Do we have any intelligence on Halarik's Chosen?" Deril asked. He cursed himself for ignoring the threats of groups like these. Of course, he'd been spending most of his time trying to develop the Sunlord's weave. He'd had little time for anything else. 
 
    "They've been more active than usual lately," Hanir said, "so I agree with your suspicions that they might be behind the kidnapping. Here in Tarileth, they operate very much in secret, usually placing some of their members among the Brotherhood. In the Frozen Lands, however, they are the ruling party, led by many Firelords. Their true leader is Firelord Atarin." 
 
    "What do you know about him?" Deril asked, leaning forward with interest. He'd heard the name Atarin only in passing. 
 
    "He is a very powerful Firelord. He can draw power from the core in a way no other Fireweaver can. Firelords, in general, are able to draw enough heat from the core to keep the people of the Frozen Lands alive, even prosperous in some cases." His expression became grave. "I hate to say this, but in a war with Fireweavers, we would probably lose." 
 
    Deril's chest tightened. He'd been hesitant to believe Daine's assertions, but now Captain Hanir had confirmed the danger of Fireweavers in the Frozen Lands. Why had the Sun Guard, the Church, and the Sunweaver Council worked so hard to conceal this? Didn't the people have a right to know their entire nation could be in danger? 
 
    On the other hand, they couldn't risk inciting panic. People slept soundly at night because they thought Fireweavers and Halarik distant threats. 
 
    "Do you think this Atarin is the kidnapper?" Tiran asked. 
 
    Deril considered a moment. "It seems most likely. He's the leader of Halarik's Chosen. I have to think anything they do goes through him." 
 
    "I'll agree with that," Hanir said, leaning on his stone desk and massaging his temples. "So that might be what you need to find. Atarin's plans." 
 
    Deril chuckled without humor. "It sounds so simple when you say it, but I know this is going to be very difficult. Thank you for your help and discretion." 
 
    "Be safe," Hanir said. "A lot may depend on this effort of yours."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: A New World 
 
    The snowstorm relented later that evening, and Rella was grateful. Even though she drew her power from the core, she didn't have enough to weave a shield forever. The world darkened, and she cast Yellow to light her path. 
 
    In the distance, a fire burned. The bandits? She started toward the light, her legs complaining with every step. She'd never felt so exhausted, both physically and mentally. 
 
    All this time alone had allowed her to reflect on her decision. Again and again, she'd stopped, wondering if she should turn back, if there was some way she could convince Rendir not to kill her. But then she reminded herself that killing him was the only way. 
 
    She had never killed anyone, and she prayed she'd never need to. 
 
    The fire grew closer as the nighttime chill deepened. She had climbed a little throughout the afternoon and evening, growing closer to the Snow Knife Mountains. They stood like a giant wall, a barrier between her world and the one she'd always hoped to avoid. 
 
    Evergreen trees dotted the gentle slope around her. The fire burned in a thick patch of these trees, and a low murmur of voices sounded. 
 
    A shadowy figured turned toward her and spoke in a rough voice. "Who goes there?" 
 
    "A friend," Rella said. 
 
    "We have no friends among your kind. Go away." 
 
    She approached, her heart pounding as she passed a couple rows of trees. "I'm from that caravan this afternoon. I'm the one with the secret." 
 
    She hoped she'd been specific enough. After all, she couldn't give away too much, for she didn't know if these people were the bandits. Her legs trembled. 
 
    "Don't make any sudden moves," said a woman whose voice sounded familiar. Another shadow emerged from the trees. "We are armed, both physically and magically." 
 
    The woman stepped closer, a yellow glow surrounding her. She looked like the bandit leader, and Rella exhaled with relief. 
 
    "I recognize you," the leader said, looking at Rella with narrowed eyes. "I thought you said you had a life back among Sunweavers. What changed?" 
 
    Rella held back tears, trying not to think of Azira and Tarell. "As it turns out, the Sun Guard with us had always been curious about me because my mother was executed as a Fireweaver. He checked for my heat field during the battle, and he tried to arrest me afterward. Even though I saved his life." 
 
    "That doesn't surprise me," the leader said. "People like him don't change their minds easily. It doesn't matter whether you're friend or foe. If they think you're evil, they will kill you. I'm sorry this had to happen to you, but I can't say it wasn't expected." 
 
    "Will you allow me to join you?" Rella asked. 
 
    "We'll have to decide as a group. We must be protective in our profession." 
 
    "I'm not sure I want to join you as a bandit. I simply need somewhere to live." 
 
    The leader put a hand on Rella's shoulder. "Well, banditry might be the best future you can find. Life in the Frozen Lands is difficult." 
 
    "Life is already difficult," Rella said, a little more sharply than she'd intended. "I don't see how it can get much worse." 
 
    "You say that now." The leader stepped away, motioning for Rella to follow. Rella did so with a queasy stomach. Soon they stepped into a clearing among the trees. In the center of that clearing, the other two bandits sat around the fire. 
 
    One of the men looked up with narrowed eyes. He was young, with dark brown hair and a thick beard. "Who is this?" 
 
    "The young Fireweaver hiding in that caravan," the leader said, directing Rella to a spot around the fire. Rella settled down, feeling as though she were in a cage being watched. The heat of the fire felt wonderful, though. 
 
    "We don't want her," said the same man, casting aside the bone of some small animal he'd been eating. "Send her on her way." 
 
    "She was discovered," the leader said. "She has no other options." 
 
    The man's expression didn't soften. "That's not our problem. She isn't one of us. Only someone who's grown up in our world can understand what it's like for us. She should go back home, go into hiding there with the Brotherhood. She shouldn't enter our nation." 
 
    "Your objections are noted, Soren," said the leader. She turned her attention to the rest of the bandits. "What do you think? Do you agree with Soren?" 
 
    The other man, the one who'd been standing watch, cleared his throat. He had reddish hair and a face that hadn't seen a razor in a few days. That reminded her of Tarell, and she felt the pain of her loss.  
 
    "I'll agree with whatever you want," the man said. "I trust your judgment in all things, Kae." 
 
    "It's all right to disagree with me," Kae said. 
 
    Rella couldn't look any of the bandits in the eye. She felt out of place here, more out of place than she'd ever felt among Sunweavers. That had been the comfortable world. The world of Azira, Tarell, and her father. How could she live without them? 
 
    The other woman, blond and a few years younger than Kae, said, "We don't have to take her with us permanently, do we? I'm sure we can find out about her, and if we should trust her." 
 
    "And what if she proves we can't trust her by killing us?" Soren said. 
 
    Kae gave him a stern look. "There are four of us to one of her. Are you really worried that one Fireweaver, an inexperienced one, can kill us?" 
 
    "Well, when you put it that way, perhaps not. Still, I don't trust her." 
 
    I could say the same about you, Rella added silently. She felt at least a little comfortable with the other three, but Soren struck her as dangerous. His gaze lingered on her, dark and perceptive, and she trembled. 
 
    "Then let's change that," Kae said, settling down across the fire from Rella. "Why should we trust you? I want your name and your story. Afterward, we'll make a decision." 
 
    Rella struggled against tears once more. Could she tell her whole story to complete strangers so soon after saying goodbye to her friends? 
 
    "My name is Rella. My father used to be involved with the Brotherhood of Fire. He met a woman there, a Fireweaver, and they fell in love. They didn't intend to have any children, but it happened. They hoped I'd inherited my father's Sunweaving, but I didn't. Before my father discovered I was a Fireweaver, though, he had to face my mother's execution." 
 
    She paused a moment, taking deep breaths to stifle her tears. "I was ten years old at the time. My mother got exposed as a member of the Brotherhood, and the Sun Guard tested her and found out that she was a Fireweaver. My father wasn't implicated as a member. After her execution, he broke off from the Brotherhood, focusing on his business and raising me." 
 
    A tear trickled down her cheek, and she wiped it away. "When I was fourteen, I came into my powers. Luckily, only my father was around. He saw my heat field and knew what I was immediately. We worked to help me shield my powers from view, but not well enough." She looked down at the rocky ground. "I'll understand if you don't want me." 
 
    Tense silence hung in the air as she looked at each watching face. 
 
    "How do we know you're telling the truth?" Soren asked. 
 
    Rella felt a hot spike of anger. "Does it matter? I'm a Fireweaver, just like you. People like us need to stick together. The rest of the world hates us." She paused a moment, trying to think of the right argument. "And as Kae said, I'm not a danger." 
 
    "Once again," Soren said, "how do we know that?" 
 
    "Has she shown any sign of hostility?" Kae said. "To me, she looks like a poor young woman who now has to leave behind everything she's ever known. Maybe you can ignore her needs, but I can't. She's right. Fireweavers need to stand together." 
 
    "Well, we're doing a damned poor job of that," said the other man. 
 
    Rella leaned forward with interest, almost too close to the fire. She'd heard little about the political situation in the Frozen Lands. She wanted to ask about it, but her voice failed her. 
 
    Kae seemed to ignore the most recent comment. "It's time to decide," she said. "Will we allow Rella to stay with us, at least for the moment? I'm in favor." 
 
    "As am I," said the other man. The second woman nodded her agreement. 
 
    "I object," Soren said. 
 
    "Well, you've been outvoted." Kae turned her gaze to Rella. "Welcome. I suppose it's time we all told you a little about yourselves. I'd imagine you feel quite nervous." 
 
    "Perhaps a little." 
 
    "Well, I'm Kae. I've lived among Fireweavers my whole life. We all have." She gestured to her left. "Andra here is my sister, and Tharik is my husband. Soren isn't related to us, but he's been a reliable man, whatever you might think of him at the moment." She paused, looking around and frowning. "Is there anything you'd like to ask us?" 
 
    "How did you know I was a Fireweaver?" 
 
    "I'm very skilled at reading heat fields," Kae said. "Most people can only see that you're a Fireweaver when you use your Fireweaving, but I can tell just by looking at you while doing an Orange/Yellow eave. It has made me a very good bandit. I can determine how many Sunweavers and Suncasters are in a group, and I can even get an idea of how powerful they are. I expected your group to be like many others, so I was surprised when I saw what you are." 
 
    Rella had never heard of people with skills like that, but she supposed there were many things about the world she did not know. She'd lived a sheltered life. 
 
    "I'd also like to know what you think of Tarileth," she asked. 
 
    "That's a difficult question to answer," Kae said. "Politics in the Frozen Lands are not as simple as you'd think. I'm sure your Sunweaver Council has convinced you that everyone in the Frozen Lands is evil, that we all want to see Tarileth destroyed." 
 
    "That sounds about right," Rella said. "I'm not sure I ever believed it, though." 
 
    "With good reason," Kae said. "There are two primary factions here. Firelord Atarin is our ruler, but many see his views as extreme. He does believe in destroying Tarileth and all Sunweavers. In his eyes, Halarik gave us a gift, and we're meant to use it to take over the world. It might seem harsh, but when you view it from our perspective, Sunweavers are the oppressors." 
 
    "I can understand that," Rella said, shivering and scooting closer to the fire. It was the best comfort she could find. "I've felt my whole life like I'm something inferior simply because of what I was born with." 
 
    "That's how we've all felt," Kae said. "Our lives are bleak and cold, even with the power we draw from the core. Some of us are part of the Brotherhood of Fire, but Halarik's Chosen are currently in charge." 
 
    "Are you part of the Brotherhood?" Rella asked, fearing the answer. She had heard horrible tales about Halarik's Chosen. They were the Fireweavers that gave Fireweavers a bad reputation. She prayed she hadn't fallen in with them. 
 
    "Yes, we support the Brotherhood," Kae said, and the others nodded their agreement—except for Soren, who stared at Rella with narrowed eyes. 
 
    "My father never told me anything about politics there," Rella said. "Like everyone else, he wanted to hide from the fact that the Frozen Lands exist. I don't understand it. You can't make something disappear by pretending it doesn't exist." 
 
    "But you can put yourself in danger," Tharik said, meeting Rella's eyes. "Those of us who support the Brotherhood might not be in favor of military action, but Halarik's Chosen are. Firelord Atarin is. And we'll have to fight unless we rebel against him." 
 
    "Why don't you rebel?" Rella asked, hating her lack of knowledge. Her father had mentioned Firelords in passing, but hadn't gone into detail. In fact, he'd changed the subject whenever she'd mentioned it. 
 
    "We would suffer if we rebelled," Andra said. "The dying sun is not strong enough to support our lives here. Instead, we rely on Firelords. Without them, ordinary Fireweavers would take too much energy from the core, and the whole planet would die." 
 
    "But how can Atarin also lead?" Rella asked, feeling stupid. "The Sunlord lacks the energy to do anything other than keep the sun going. Doesn't being Firelord drain this Atarin?" 
 
    "Perhaps a little," Kae said. "But there are other Firelords. He only happens to be the most powerful. I'm not sure Firelord Atarin does much work fueling the core anymore. He has more important things on his mind." 
 
    Rella shivered despite the fire. "Like invading Tarileth and killing all the Sunweavers." 
 
    After all, she had heard of Atarin. According to High Priest Teravin of the Church of Aralea, Atarin was worse than any other Fireweaver, almost as bad as Halarik himself. The Church didn't know much beyond that, however, or at least they didn't reveal it to everyone. 
 
    Kae ran a hand through her brown hair. "Well, that is his ultimate goal. That's why some of us have to band together and stand against him. It's not easy, though. He has the power." 
 
    "She's right," Tharik said. "There is little we can do." 
 
    "And little we should do," Soren added. Rella had the sudden feeling that Soren held sympathies toward Atarin. She couldn't prove it, though, and she didn't want to voice her concerns, afraid she might anger Kae and the others. 
 
    "All we focus on is surviving," Tharik said. "If war comes, it comes." 
 
    "Will you fight Sunweavers?" Rella asked, feeling sick. 
 
    Tharik chewed on his lower lip. "Well, I can't say I like Sunweavers too much. I understand that some are good, some are bad, and most are in between. That's the way it is with anyone. But the people who have the power, they're the ones forcing you into this life." 
 
    "I know," Rella said. "I can't decide if I hate them. I have every reason to, but my father is one. I know many good people in Tarileth. The people aren't the problem." 
 
    "Your Church is," Andra said. "Your government is." 
 
    With a smile, Soren turned his gaze to Rella. "That's why people support Atarin. He will change the world whether we like it or not." 
 
    A shudder passed through Rella. Her world had seen enough change as of late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: The Fate of the Lightless 
 
    Kadin sat in a closed wooden wagon that trundled along the rocky roads east of Illindel. Beside him sat Faina and the other slave their owner had purchased. An overseer kept watch over them while a driver led the carriage along. Their owner and another overseer sat in a carriage a good distance ahead. 
 
    "How're you feeling?" Kadin asked, glancing at Faina, unsure if they were allowed to speak. The overseer watched them with no expression. 
 
    "I'm trying to remain positive," she said, casting a furtive glance toward the next wagon. 
 
    Kadin stifled a bitter laugh. "I've given up on that." 
 
    The overseer cleared his throat. "Slavery isn't as bad as you think. Do your job, and you won't give us any reason to hurt you." His gaze lingered on Faina, as though he wanted to say something more, but then he looked away. 
 
    The overseers had removed the chains from Faina and the other slave, a man maybe ten years older than Kadin with a short, dark beard. 
 
    Kadin turned to him. "You haven't said anything." 
 
    "I see no reason," the man said, looking down at his knees as the wagon bounced. 
 
    "If we're going to work with each other," Kadin said, "we should probably get to know each other. You expect to go the whole time without talking to anyone?" 
 
    The man shrugged, looking away. "I don't care what you have to say." 
 
    Nice man, Kadin thought. "Can't you at least tell us your name?" 
 
    "Helvin. You happy now?" 
 
    "Not really," Kadin said. "But that doesn't have anything to do with you." He turned to the overseer. "Who is our owner? I'd like to know who I'm supposed to be serving." 
 
    The overseer scratched his bearded chin. "His name's Andric. He's a Sunweaver and owns a large plantation. I'm Marell, one of the overseers. We're all Suncasters. That's how most plantations work. Sunweaver owner, Suncaster overseers, Lightless slaves." 
 
    Faina chuckled, but without humor. "That sounds a lot like the world in general." 
 
    "Perhaps it is," Marell said, smiling with amusement. "Very perceptive for a Lightless slave." 
 
    Kadin kept his voice low, leaning close to Marell. It wasn't his nature to trust people, but Marell struck him as trustworthy. "I've heard bad stories about Andric," he said. "The Sun Guard who sold us said he treats his slaves badly." 
 
    Marell glanced toward the next wagon. Andric and the other overseer were deep in conversation, paying no attention to the conversation behind them. 
 
    Marell kept his voice low. "Here's my advice. Don't do anything that attracts his attention. Most of the time, the overseers deal with slaves. Some of us are harsher than others." 
 
    "I'm hoping you won't be too harsh," Kadin said, feeling sick. 
 
    "I try to be fair. I won't punish you more than necessary, but if you shirk your duties, I will not hesitate to whip you. Andric paid good money for you. As an employee of his, it's in my best interest to make sure you give him a return on that investment." 
 
    Kadin had so many questions he had trouble deciding which to ask. Finally, he said, "What happens to us if we don't work hard enough? Can you kill us?" 
 
    "Not legally," Marell said, his voice surprisingly patient. Kadin's father never would have put up with so many questions. "But that doesn't mean accidents don't happen. The Sun Guard doesn't look too deeply into what happens to slaves. As I said, you don't want to attract unnecessary attention." 
 
    The cart continued rumbling along. A chilly breeze drifted over them. Kadin looked up at the dim sun, feeling once more its impending death. Should he ask Marell about that? 
 
    No. He wasn't sure he trusted Marell that much. 
 
    "Underperforming slaves are often returned to the Sun Guard," Marell continued after a long silence. "Then they have to serve out their sentences in prison. Life as a slave might not be great, but prison is far, far worse. Here, you'll at least get some freedom." His expression became stern. "And don't even think of running away. A runaway slave earns a death sentence." 
 
    Kadin's stomach churned, for he had been considering running away. "How does this work with my situation?" he asked. "Will I go to prison if I don't perform?" 
 
    "Once you've been sold, it's all the same. You have to serve out a sentence long enough to make up for the price your owner paid for you. Probably at least five years." 
 
    "And can we ever be freed?" Faina asked. 
 
    "Yes," Marell said, "but Andric isn't the kind of man who frees his slaves, at least not until you're so old you're no longer productive. And you usually have to be at least into your thirties unless there are exceptional circumstances." 
 
    Kadin tried to absorb all this information. In some ways, this life didn't sound so bad. After all, how was it any different from what he'd done before? He knew how to work on a farm. He'd spent most of his life working under his cruel father. How could Andric be any worse? 
 
    Faina was right. Kadin couldn't keep dwelling on everything that might go wrong. Maybe life as a slave held opportunities he couldn't have guessed. 
 
    Still, he'd miss Tyrine. He wished already that he could see her again. 
 
    Silence fell as the wagon continued eastward along the bumpy road. Kadin tried to figure out what he thought of Marell. The man struck him as at least a little sympathetic toward slaves, but would that change once he was doing his job? 
 
    A dreary landscape drifted beside them. Only a few trees dotted the rocky terrain. In some places, grass clumped together, as though protecting itself from the cold. The sky was misty and gray, as always, a reflection of Kadin's mood. He felt like he was the dying sun. 
 
    Again, he wanted to ask Marell about that. Surely a Suncaster would be better informed than Tyrine, and Kadin couldn't believe Tyrine's assertion that he had Suncasting talent himself. That would solve too many issues. A Suncaster could not be a slave. A Suncaster had opportunities.  
 
    He couldn't rely on dreams. 
 
    The silence bothered him. He'd never been all that social, working alone on the farm, but he felt that people needed to talk instead of staring at each other in awkward silence. 
 
    "How'd you end up as a slave?" he asked Helvin. 
 
    Helvin glared at him. "I don't feel like sharing my life story." 
 
    "I'm only curious," Kadin said. In his life, he'd seen few opportunities for curiosity. Only Tyrine had ever encouraged it. 
 
    "Well, curiosity can get a person killed," Helvin said, his features tight with impatience. "You're going to have to learn that now. Maybe Marell here will be nice to you, but all overseers want is work done. They'll whip you if you stand around asking questions instead of working." 
 
    Kadin fought down frustration. "Well, there's no work to be done right now." 
 
    "I can see you won't give up," Helvin said. "If you really want to know, I killed a man." 
 
    A murderer. Kadin hadn't expected that. "Why didn't they execute you?" 
 
    "If you're going to ask for my story, at least have the decency not to interrupt. Didn't your father ever teach you manners?" 
 
    Kadin held back a bitter laugh. "My father taught me how to get drunk and beat people. I don't think those count as manners." 
 
    Helvin laughed, and a smile flickered across his face. "Sounds like we have the same father." 
 
    Finally. Kadin had wondered if that man could be perpetually bitter. 
 
    "You see," Helvin continued, "I did kill a man, but it was in self-defense. Unfortunately, he was a Suncaster. They couldn't charge me with murder, but the Lightless aren't allowed to kill Suncasters or Sunweavers at all, so they sold me into slavery." 
 
    "What happened that you had to defend yourself?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "You really are curious, aren't you?" Helvin scratched at his dark beard. "Well, if you must know, this man, this Suncaster, took interest in my wife. Tried to rape her. I stopped him, but he started using his magic against me, so I stabbed him with a knife. End of story." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Kadin said. "That sounds horrible." 
 
    Helvin shrugged. "Well, that's the world we live in. You'll learn soon enough that it's the same way everywhere." He narrowed his eyes. "Did your father do that to your neck? Looks like you came pretty close to dying." 
 
    "Yes, he did," Kadin said, wincing as he touched the tender bruises. "My brother saved me by telling me father he could sell me into slavery instead. I'm not sure if it's a better life or not." 
 
    "Why'd he do that to you?" Helvin asked, sounding genuinely concerned now. 
 
    Kadin hesitated. Should he reveal his issue with Sunlamps? It felt like some terrible secret that might put him in danger. At the same time, though, he was dying to find out what it meant. 
 
    "It's a . . . strange story," Kadin said, speaking slowly. "For the last few years, I've had this problem that Sunlamps die around me. My father thought I was causing it, so he'd beat me." 
 
    "That's strange," Helvin said, more amiable now. "Never heard of anything like that." 
 
    Marell leaned close to Kadin, keeping his voice low. "Do you have any Suncaster heritage in your family? Mixing is rare, but it does happen." 
 
    "Not that I know of," Kadin said. "My father does claim I'm not his son, though." 
 
    Marell stroked his bearded chin. "I think I might have to keep an eye on you. I can't say that this issue with Sunlamps means anything, but at the very least, perhaps I should keep you away from Sunlamps as a precaution." 
 
    The wagon came to a stop. Kadin looked ahead to see them sitting before a large stone gate. A giant stone fence surrounded the gate, stretching as far as Kadin could see. The place looked more like a prison than a farm. 
 
    "Let's go," Marell said, becoming stern. "Out of the wagon. Move!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: The Snow Knife Mountains 
 
    The journey south to the Snow Knife Mountains was long and cold. Rella forced herself forward, trying not to think of what she'd left behind. The trees became thicker and the snow fell harder as she and the bandits neared the mountains. 
 
    Rella wrapped herself tighter in her fur cloak and wove a Yellow/Blue shield, but she still shivered. Kae told her she'd get used to the cold after a while, but Rella doubted that would ever happen. The bandits, however, marched onward without complaint, carrying what they'd stolen. 
 
    Soren and Tharik were good hunters, so they didn't lack for food. To Rella's surprise, she had talent as well. A little Yellow/Green Fireweaving could manipulate the ground and trap small game like snow rabbits, which they could kill with their knives. 
 
    "It's not as hard a life as you might think," Tharik said as they ate a small lunch. "The Lightless would struggle to survive in the Frozen Lands, but we're Fireweavers. We're resilient. Even the Firecasters among us manage. They have their uses." 
 
    Kae looked over at Rella. "You have a lot of talent, I think." 
 
    "I suppose I am talented," she said, looking around anxiously. She wasn't sure if she should reveal the extent of her talent. "I've been able to do every type of weave. My father told me my mother was quite a powerful Fireweaver." 
 
    "What do you know about your mother?" Kae asked, throwing aside a rabbit bone. "Other than what you've told us already, I mean. Who was she?" 
 
    "Well, her name was Dalina," Rella said, suppressing the image of her mother's vibrant red hair, of the radiant smiles she always had for Rella. "I don't know what her surname was before she got married. My father said she didn't like to talk about her past." 
 
    Soren wrinkled his brow. "If I remember correctly, Firelord Atarin had a sister named Dalina. Not sure if it means anything. It's a common name." 
 
    I hope it doesn't mean anything, Rella thought, but her mind was already spinning. What if she was related to Firelord Atarin? After all, her father had never told her whether her mother was born in Tarileth or the Frozen Lands. 
 
    "I'm sure it's that," Andra said, but she didn't sound convinced. 
 
    "I do wonder, though," Tharik said, "now that Soren mentioned that. The ability to weave every color is quite rare, whether a person is a Fireweaver or Sunweaver. It might be something to look into when we get to Rindel. The Brotherhood keeps good records on members there." 
 
    "Maybe I'll find her there," Rella said, praying their suspicions weren't true. But was it truly that bad if she was related to Atarin? She was still Rella, a person who tried her best to do the right thing, though that wasn't always easy. 
 
    "It shouldn't be too long till we get there," Kae said. "Rindel is just on the other side of the mountains." She rose and gazed southward. "We're near the pass now." 
 
    They finished their meal, tossing the bones into what remained of their fire. Then they traveled southward across rocky, uneven terrain that rose gradually. Thick clusters of trees shielded them from any pursuers Rendir might have sent after them. After all, he could have alerted the rest of the Sun Guard through Blue/Purple Sunweaving, communicating over a long distance. 
 
    Then the Sun Guard could have used horses to reach the pass first. 
 
    "What happens if the Sun Guard is waiting for us?" Rella asked, shivering. 
 
    "We'll have to take a different pass," Kae said, worry lining her face. There was something she wasn't telling Rella. 
 
    As they approached the mountains, Rella thought again of Azira and Tarell. Had Rendir allowed them to go free, or had he punished them for supporting her? She had always thought he was a fair man, but now she wasn't so sure. Did his twisted sense of duty blind him so much that he couldn't understand why they'd helped her? 
 
    Andra put a hand on Rella's shoulder. "You look worried." 
 
    Rella appreciated Andra's concern. "I'm just thinking about my friends I left behind. I hope they didn't get in trouble." 
 
    "They're in the past now," Soren said. "Don't worry about them." 
 
    Rella glared at him. "They're still my friends, and I care about them." 
 
    "You're a Fireweaver now," Soren said. "One of us. That's all that matters." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Rella said, "but I can't leave behind the past that easily. I'm glad you've allowed me to travel with you—well, everyone else at least—but I feel horribly out of place." 
 
    Kae dropped back to walk beside Rella. "Don't mind Soren. I understand how difficult this must be, or at least I can imagine it. Attachments to people, whether they're Fireweavers or Sunweavers, are what make us human. We all have that in common. We can't lose that." 
 
    "Thank you," Rella said. "I just wish everyone could realize that. Deep down, we're all the same. What does it matter who gave us our powers?" She felt a stab of anger, thinking of Rendir and his utter inflexibility. 
 
    How could she hate the core beliefs of society in Tarileth, yet love so many things about that life? There were many good people, even people like Rendir. She wished she'd had more time to convince him. There was a good man beneath that misplaced sense of duty. 
 
    The group neared the mountain pass, traveling through thick clusters of trees. Once they stood within sight, Kae called the group to a stop. She squinted through the trees. "I see people guarding the pass." 
 
    Rella stepped closer, peering through the trees herself. Even in the dim sunlight, she could make out those uniforms. Sun Guards. 
 
    "Rendir told them to wait for us," she said, heart sinking. 
 
    Kae furrowed her brow. "Then we'll have to take the next pass." 
 
    "You sure about that?" Soren asked. "That's snow giant territory." 
 
    "Aren't snow giants only myths?" Rella said. 
 
    Soren chuckled. "Oh, I wish they were, but those of us who have to cross these mountains know where they are. We have to. They're a danger, even to Fireweavers." 
 
    "Well, we have no choice," Kae said, turning her gaze to the east. "We'll be at the edge of snow giant territory. It's dangerous, but we should be all right." 
 
    Soren narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits. "No. I have a better idea. How about Rella here turns herself in? They're looking for her, not us." 
 
    Rella's stomach twisted, and she prayed the others wouldn't agree. 
 
    "They're looking for all of us," Kae said. "Or at least we have to assume that. This Rendir wants to kill all Fireweavers, not just Rella." 
 
    Soren nodded reluctantly. 
 
    "Let's not stay around here," Kae said, taking charge as always. "Let's retreat a little, then head east." 
 
    They walked deeper into the trees and turned toward the next pass. Rella tried to look at this with hope, but she worried that Sun Guards would be waiting there as well. Then what would her party do? And what about those snow giants? From what she'd read, they stood ten feet tall with thick, nearly impenetrable hides. 
 
    Would Fireweaving prevail against such fearsome creatures? 
 
    "Why don't they always guard the passes like that?" Rella asked, wrapped tighter than ever in her fur cloak. 
 
    "Too much of a commitment," Tharik said, trudging through the snow. "As long as we don't make too many raids, they usually ignore Fireweaver bandits. They don't want the people of Tarileth to think we're much of a threat." He frowned. "I think they're doing it now because they get more worked up about Fireweavers who've lived in their midst undetected." 
 
    Soren turned to Rella with a sharp look. "That's why you should've given yourself up." 
 
    "Why do you hate me so much?" Rella demanded, feeling the powerful urge to strike Soren. "I know I haven't been one of you, but I have no choice now. How about showing a little sympathy for another human being?" 
 
    Kae glared at both of them. "Keep your voices down. Soren, she's right. There's no reason you shouldn't accept her. She is one of us now, as much a Fireweaver as you are." 
 
    Soren fell silent, but Rella resolved to keep an eye on him. His strong, inflexible views led her to believe that he might support Firelord Atarin. Perhaps the others couldn't see it because they saw many people with such views, but there was something darker about Soren, something unnerving.  
 
    He would surely betray her at the first opportunity. 
 
    They walked in tense silence, reaching the pass late that afternoon. To everyone's relief, no Sun Guards defended it, but Rella shuddered at the thought of snow giants. 
 
    "We'll have to be quiet as we travel," Kae said. "Snow giants have good ears." 
 
    Rella's chest tightened. "Are they as large as the legends say?" 
 
    "Every bit," Tharik said. "I've seen a few." 
 
    They started on the mountain pass, a narrow, tree-lined path between vertical walls of rock. Eventually, the path widened. Rella kept glancing in every direction, expecting to see a giant, white-haired beast. As afternoon turned to evening, though, the mountain seemed deserted. 
 
    If only that could have eased her worries. 
 
    She never had been able to relax. How could she when one small mistake could throw her life into complete turmoil? She should have relaxed now that the secret was out, but years of heightened anxiety couldn't be overcome in a couple of days, if ever. 
 
    When night fell, they stopped to rest and eat. Rella kept glancing up the rocky, snow-covered slopes, expecting to see one of the giant beasts bearing down on them.  
 
    The mountains were eerily silent. 
 
    They assigned watch shifts for the night, two people at a time. Rella had the final shift, sharing it with Andra, so she managed some sleep before she was nudged awake. 
 
    The sky remained dark and cloudless, distant stars twinkling above. Astronomers had said stars were suns like theirs, but were those suns undamaged? Did people live near them without the need of Sunweaving, in a world that was properly warm? 
 
    Warm. She hadn't felt warm in ages. No matter how tightly she wrapped herself in her heavy fur cloak, she shivered. How could it get any better in the Frozen Lands? 
 
    "Any sign of snow giants?" Rella asked Andra, who was peering up the slope. 
 
    "It's been quiet so far. But snow giants are surprisingly quiet for their size." 
 
    For a while, they patrolled the edges of their campsite, remaining silent and scanning their surroundings for danger. Nothing threatened. Perhaps they'd exaggerated the snow giant threat. 
 
    "Andra, why does Soren hate me so much?" Rella asked, breaking a long silence. 
 
    Andra didn't turn her gaze. "I'm not sure he hates you. He doesn't trust you, and perhaps he's a little jealous. To those of us who've lived in the Frozen Lands, your life looks like paradise." She looked at Rella. "I know it isn't. I know you've faced your own difficulties." 
 
    "Then why can't Soren realize that?" Rella scuffed at the snowy ground with her boot. "Why does it seem like he's sympathetic toward Atarin when the rest of you aren't?" 
 
    Andra looked away from Rella. "It's not that simple. Kae and Tharik are rare among Fireweavers in that they completely oppose Firelord Atarin. Even most people in the Brotherhood, at least in the Frozen Lands, don't oppose him. They merely question some of his ideas. I'm not certain what I believe myself." 
 
    "But he wants to kill all Sunweavers," Rella said. "How could you support that?" 
 
    "I'm not sure I do, but it's tempting at times. Perhaps you've seen a different side of Sunweavers than I have, but I've seen nothing but cruel treatment at their hands. We didn't ask to be born this way. Why should we die for something we didn't choose?" 
 
    Rella wanted to disagree, but that argument seemed too logical. "I've often felt the same way," she said. "But I've known good Sunweavers." 
 
    "Soren and I haven't." 
 
    Rella had no argument for that. She could imagine how she would feel in Andra's position. In fact, she already shared some of Andra's anger. Yes, Halarik cursed everyone by weakening the sun, but Sunweavers had done wrong in the name of Aralea. 
 
    A whole lot of wrong. 
 
    She had to fight her own hate for the society that would kill her in a second. Did she owe them anything? Was this Atarin so bad in wanting to kill Sunweavers? 
 
    Yes, he was, she tried to convince herself. Fighting a war against oppressors was one thing, but Atarin's designs went beyond their oppressors, or at least it seemed that way. 
 
    "What about all the innocent people Atarin wants to kill?" Rella asked. 
 
    "Are they really so innocent. They let their rulers, their Church, their Council persecute Fireweavers. We're not talking about the Lightless. No. These are people who have the power to change things, but they make no effort to help us. They accept the lies of their rulers." 
 
    "But those lies have become so ingrained," Rella said. "People have been raised to believe certain things. Change isn't easy." She hesitated. "That doesn't mean they can't change, though. They simply need the proof that they've been wrong. If Atarin gets his way, he'll prove everything they've ever believed about Fireweavers—that we truly are evil. Is that what you want?" 
 
    Andra paced the campsite. "You make a strong point. That's why I can't bring myself to support Atarin fully. How do his beliefs make us any better than our oppressors?" 
 
    Rella thought she heard a distant sound and glanced up the rocky slope to her left. When the sound didn't happen again, she decided she must have been mistaken. 
 
    "What about Halarik?" she asked. "Do you worship him?" 
 
    "I respect his power, but I don't worship him. That's the biggest thing that separates the Brotherhood and Halarik's Chosen. Halarik's Chosen are the people who actually worship Halarik, who believe Fireweaving is a gift rather than a curse." 
 
    "But doesn't Soren believe that?" Rella asked, recalling the altercation back at the caravan, when he'd said just that. 
 
    Andra bit her lower lip. "He does, but that doesn't mean he's a bad man. He grew up with those beliefs, in a family that supports Halarik's Chosen." 
 
    "Do the rest of you really trust him?" Rella asked. "He makes me nervous." 
 
    "He's a good bandit." 
 
    That wasn't a proper answer, and Rella had the feeling Andra wouldn't give her one. It seemed there might have been something between Andra and Soren. She was very quick to defend him, and how could anyone defend Soren's behavior? 
 
    Rella heard a sharp crack and glanced up the slope, seeing movement through the trees. She put a hand on Andra's shoulder. "You see that?" 
 
    Andra kept her voice low. "Yes, I think it might be a snow giant." 
 
    The shadow up the slope stepped closer, branches snapping as it moved. Rella's heart pounded. Had it seen them? 
 
    It growled and stomped down the slope, directly toward them. The closer it came, the more she could make it out. The legends were true. It had to be at least ten feet tall and covered in thick white fur. It stood upright like a person, but was a little unsteady on its feet. 
 
    Rella trembled as she turned to Andra. "What should we do?" 
 
    "Wake the others." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: The Frozen Lands 
 
    Rella raced over to Kae, Tharik, and Soren and nudged them awake. Soren greeted her with a curse, but Kae and Tharik leapt to their feet, glancing up the slope. 
 
    "Have you spotted a snow giant?" Kae asked with remarkable calm. 
 
    Rella pointed up the slope, at the approaching snow giant. Kae followed her gaze, then nodded and grabbed her sword. Tharik gathered his bow and nocked an arrow on the bowstring. 
 
    He loosed an arrow, striking the snow giant in the chest. The creature let out a horrible growl, pulled the arrow out of its chest, and kept approaching.  
 
    Rella's legs trembling. "Should we use Fireweaving?" 
 
    "We'll have to," Kae said. "That growl alerted any others nearby." 
 
    Rella shuddered as she prepared to use her powers. The snow giant continued down the slope, brushing aside all Tharik's arrows as though they were nothing. It growled again and again, and more growls sounded from a distance. 
 
    "And this is why you should've turned yourself in," Soren said, glaring at her. 
 
    Rella ignored him, joining the others at the edge of the campsite and watching the snow giants descend the tree-lined slope. In the dim firelight, they looked more like shadows than anything. 
 
    "Why did we keep the fire going?" Rella asked, standing a little behind Kae and Tharik, who stood at the front of the group. Andra and Soren both hovered off to the side. 
 
    "It wouldn't have mattered," Kae said. "Snow giants have only average eyesight, but their hearing and smell are quite strong." 
 
    Rella's stomach lurched. "Then Andra and I might have attracted them. We were talking." 
 
    "Don't blame yourself," Kae said, focusing on the approaching creatures. "They most likely would have smelled you anyways. Just stand ready to attack them." 
 
    Rella wished she could feel ready for that. Yes, she was powerful, but she'd only ever been in one battle, the one with the bandits. She hadn't had many opportunities to test her abilities. Would she freeze when faced with actual danger? 
 
    "Do you have an attack plan?" she asked Kae. 
 
    "No. I've never fought snow giants before." 
 
    "None of us have," Soren said. "Thank you for getting us into this situation." 
 
    Rella ignored him, watching the snow giants, which stood perhaps fifty feet away, in a thick cluster of trees. She wove Green and Blue, directing the weave toward one of the trees. The evergreen twisted, and she manipulated its branches, hoping to trap one of the snow giants. 
 
    The tree proved too weak, though, and the snow giant broke free, growling and increasing its pace. The other snow giants followed, thundering down the hill. 
 
    "We could alter the ground," Andra said. "Try to trap them." 
 
    "I'm good at Yellow/Green weaves," Kae said, "but I'm not that good. I need time to set up the trap. We don't have time." 
 
    "I might be able to do it," Rella said, trying to convince herself as much as the others. "I'll need some help, though. Who else can do Yellow and Green?" 
 
    "I can," Soren said, "but I don't think this is going to work." 
 
    "What other choice do we have?" Rella said. 
 
    "We'll all lend our power," Kae said. "Even if we can't do the weave ourselves." 
 
    Rella focused her mind, drawing power from the core and weaving the colors within her. Heart pounding, she directed her energy toward the slope ahead of them. Six snow giants were lumbering down the slope, closer than ever. 
 
    The ground shifted with a low rumble, but the movement was slow. Too slow. She gritted her teeth, praying to Aralea that this would work. Finally, the ground shifted enough, and a large hole opened beneath the six snow giants. They fell into the hole, which Rella and the others closed around them, trapping them. Rella doubled over in exhaustion, her mind fuzzy. 
 
    "Well, we stopped some of them," Kae said breathlessly. "But there are more." She pointed up the slope.  
 
    To Rella's horror, another ten or so snow giants marched behind the first line. She'd used up all the Yellow and Green she'd drawn from the core. She'd have to wait at least a few hours before she could recharge it. Fireweavers had an advantage over Sunweavers in that they could recharge at night, but it wasn't immediate. 
 
    Rella turned to the others. "Does anyone else have Yellow and Green left?" 
 
    "A little," Kae said, "but not enough to do anything on my own." 
 
    "I'm out," Soren said, sounding as exhausted as Rella felt. It was dangerous to deplete the reserve of any color because it left you feeling like this. 
 
    "We have only one choice," Rella said. "Red and Orange." 
 
    Soren looked at her sternly. "Do you want to set the whole forest on fire?" 
 
    "It's that or getting killed," Rella said. "I see no choice." 
 
    "Rella's right," Kae said. "Let's all do this weave." 
 
    Good, Rella thought. With five people weaving Red and Orange at the same time, they stood a strong chance of creating an impassable wall of fire. She exchanged a quick glance with the rest of the party before they started the weave. 
 
    The snow giants growled more fiercely than ever, as though sensing the danger. Rella drew her power from the core, feeding it through her body and performing the weave. Beside her, the others stared forward with grim intensity. Moments later, a wall of flame appeared, standing between them and the snow giants. 
 
    They directed the flames toward the snow giants, and soon the fire enveloped the beasts, which let out growls worse than ever. Rella almost felt sorry for them. 
 
    Some of the snow giants died. Others raced back up the slope. Rella and the others let the fire die. This time, Rella didn't feel so exhausted. She'd always been better at Red/Orange weaves. 
 
    "That was quite impressive," Soren said, turning to Rella with a grudging smile. "Maybe you're not as useless as I thought." He gazed up the slope. "We've never done anything like that on our own." 
 
    He turned back to Rella, his unnerving gaze lingering on her for a long moment. 
 
    "Let's not hang around here," Kae said. "We aren't strong enough to stop those snow giants if they come at us again." 
 
    Rella thought she might manage, but she kept that opinion to herself. The others didn't need to know how powerful she was in some aspects of Fireweaving. Her father had always told her she should keep her talents secret. 
 
    They returned to their small fire. After they gathered their belongings—very little in Rella's case—Kae extinguished the campfire with some snow. Then they continued to the south through the pass, glancing up the slopes every few seconds. 
 
    The night was cold, and a bitter wind blew. As morning neared, snow began to fall, and Rella wished she'd brought a heavier cloak. She was not dressed well for the elevation, or for how far south she might go. She'd have to find new clothing in the Frozen Lands. Surely they didn't all freeze to death. The bandits, after all, looked warmly dressed in their thick brown furs. 
 
    Morning brought a dull gray sky and more snow. Rella had always wondered how Sunweavers felt on cloudy days. Did they strain to gather their light reserves? Her father had told her it made a difference, but most people never faced situations where they needed a lot of power. 
 
    The mountain path wound along, narrow in some places, wider in others. Rella thought a few times that she saw movement up the slopes, but nothing threatened them. 
 
    At last, they reached the other side of the mountain, where the ground leveled out and they entered a forest of thickly clustered evergreen trees. The snow had stopped falling, but Rella still shivered in the bitter cold. 
 
    "How much farther to Rindel?" she asked. 
 
    "A few hours," Kae said. "We'll get you some warmer clothes when we get there." 
 
    "Thank you," Rella said. She appreciated everything Kae had done for her. These bandits could have let her starve or freeze to death on their own. They'd faced danger by bringing her with them. She'd never thought she'd think bandits were decent people. 
 
    Well, she had her doubts about Soren, but the others were all right. 
 
    Kae's prediction proved correct. Later that morning, they stepped through a thick cluster of trees on a large hill, and in the valley ahead of them sat a city. To Rella's surprise, it looked a lot like cities back home. She didn't know what she'd expected, but she'd expected something different. Then again, perhaps Fireweavers were not so different from Sunweavers. 
 
    "Do you have a place that you stay here in Rindel?" Rella asked. 
 
    Kae led them down the hill. "The Brotherhood offers a place for us. It might sound strange, but bandits are highly valued around here, and we're good at what we do." 
 
    Rella didn't like the sound of that. To her, good bandits were efficient killers. These people didn't seem like that, but she couldn't be sure. 
 
    "Do you usually spare the people you rob?" Rella asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    "We try to," Kae said, "but sometimes we run across people like Rendir. Regrettably, we must sometimes kill them." She pushed through some branches. "However, we never kill people who don't resist. I can't say the same for all Fireweaver bandits, but that's our code of honor." 
 
    Rella exhaled with relief. She should have known they were decent people despite their occupation. She had to learn to trust her instincts and stop overthinking everything. 
 
    Soon they reached the edge of the city, a place marked by rocky, uneven streets. Many, many Sunlamps lined these streets, providing the first warmth Rella had felt in a long time. It was strange to think that Fireweavers could produce Sunlamps even though they didn't get their power from the sun. Yet another reason Sunweavers and Fireweavers weren't so different. 
 
    Tall stone buildings stood all around them. As in Tarileth, there was little wood. 
 
    Many people walked the streets, going about their daily business in light fur cloaks. The people appeared surprisingly upbeat, though they did hang close to the Sunlamps. The buildings looked clean and well-kept, only a few cracks showing in the stone.  
 
    The bandits removed their cloaks, and Rella did likewise, for she was already sweating. It was a lot like home, strangely. Only the wilderness was truly cold. 
 
    "I expected Fireweavers to be struggling a lot more," Rella said. 
 
    Andra shrugged. "Well, we can do everything Sunweavers can, and more. After all, we can draw power whether it's day or night." 
 
    "That's why we're better than they are," Soren said. "If we wished to conquer Tarileth, we could. They should be much more afraid of Firelord Atarin than they are." 
 
    Rella didn't like the way Soren spoke of conquering Tarileth. He sounded excited about the prospect. How could the other bandits not see that he sympathized too much with Atarin? No matter what the world of Sunweavers had done to her, she couldn't bring herself to support its destruction. She wanted to change it, wanted to show them the truth of their world. 
 
    Perhaps she'd fit in well with the Brotherhood, but she had her doubts. 
 
    They passed many stone buildings. In a wealthier part of town, a few were made of wood, but stone remained more plentiful. Yellow/Green Sunweavers and Fireweavers could form that stone into the shape of buildings much faster than doing so by hand. 
 
    Kae led the party to a large building in the center of the city, a district where the roads were even and horse-drawn carts crawled along through throngs of people. 
 
    "This is where we live," Kae said, pointing at the building, the exterior of which showed no cracks. She led them inside, into a well-lit chamber filled with people chatting quietly. "We'll have to talk with our local leader, but there shouldn't be a problem about letting you live with us, at least for the moment." She paused for a few seconds. "Have you given any thought to what you want to do now? We could use someone like you in our clan. You have a lot of talent." 
 
    "I don't know," Rella said. "I'm not sure banditry is the life for me." 
 
    Kae nodded, a little sadly. "I understand. This life isn't for everyone." 
 
    "But what else can I do?" Rella asked, looking around the building. People sat in cushioned stone chairs, paying little attention to the new arrivals. 
 
    "There are other ways to help the Brotherhood," Tharik said. "You probably don't want to hear it, but the political divide in the Frozen Lands has grown stronger, much stronger. I wouldn't be at all surprised if we're on the brink of a civil war." 
 
    "He's right," Kae said, leading them off to the right side of the chamber. "Firelord Atarin wants war. Without the support of the Brotherhood, though, he lacks the numbers to be certain of winning. If he can find a way to unite us, or force us to obey his will, he will attack Tarileth, and he will kill every Sunweaver and Suncaster there." 
 
    Including my father, Rella thought with a shudder. She felt a strong pang of homesickness. How were Azira and Tarell faring without her? How had her father taken the news? Was he disappointed in her? Could she have made a different choice? 
 
    No. She couldn't think like that. She had to focus on the future. The past was the past, something she could never change. She had opportunities now. At last, she didn't have to hide her powers. She could embrace them and develop her talents to their furthest extent. 
 
    Kae knocked on a large stone door. Moments later, a voice said, "Come in." 
 
    Kae opened the door and motioned for Rella to follow. The rest of the bandits remained outside, making their way to some other place, probably the chambers where they lived. Rella's chest felt tight as she followed Kae into the room. 
 
    Inside, a bearded man sat behind a large, cluttered stone desk. He had a smile for Kae but looked at Rella with a frown. "Sit down," he said to both of them. "Who is this, Kae?" 
 
    Rella and Kae settled down in stone chairs, and Rella felt as though she were some prisoner in a cage, being watched. She took deep, calming breaths, but they didn't help. 
 
    "Rella is from the caravan we raided," Kae said. "She was a Fireweaver in hiding. In the altercation with us, she exposed herself as a Fireweaver, and the Sun Guard with them tried to arrest her." 
 
    The man turned his discerning gaze to Rella. "Why didn't you kill the Sun Guard?" 
 
    Rella shifted in her chair. "I don't believe in killing someone simply because it's more convenient for me. That Sun Guard is a misguided man, but still a good man deep down." 
 
    Rella's entire body felt tense. Had that been the right answer? She glanced over at Kae, but the bandit leader looked on with no discernible expression. 
 
    The man stroked his dark beard. "Many people would not have made the choice you did. Some say it takes courage to kill. I say it takes even more courage to spare someone when killing them would benefit you." 
 
    Rella relaxed a little. Perhaps she could find a place for herself here. 
 
    "I'm Aram," the man said. "Local leader for the Brotherhood of Fire. Pleased to meet you, Rella." He nodded in greeting, and she returned the gesture. Then he said, "I can gather from your actions that you're not a supporter of Halarik's Chosen." 
 
    "No," Rella said. "I don't believe we should kill Sunweavers simply because their society has oppressed us. Many good people would die." She took a moment to gather her thoughts. "My mother was a member of the Brotherhood back in Tarileth. She married my father, a Sunweaver, and they loved each other as much as anyone I've ever seen." 
 
    "I gather your mother is no longer with us," Aram said. 
 
    "She was executed," Rella said, feeling the upwelling of emotion that hit her every time she talked about her mother. Would the pain and injustice of it ever fade? 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that," Aram said, and his sympathy sounded genuine. 
 
    "Thank you." In the silence that followed, Rella drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair. "I was wondering if I could see what information you might have on my mother. I'm not even sure if she was born in Tarileth or the Frozen Lands." 
 
    "We keep good records," Aram said. "They include a list of members in Tarileth. You should be able to find something on her. What was her name?" 
 
    "Dalina. She never told me her surname." 
 
    "Did she have red hair like yours?" 
 
    "Yes," Rella said, not sure she wanted to hear what he'd say next. 
 
    "I think I knew her, then, and you might not care for her background." 
 
    "Was she Firelord Atarin's sister?" Rella asked. She had a bad feeling she knew the answer already. 
 
    "Yes, she was," Aram said. "Which means you could very well be a Firelord yourself." He frowned. "How many colors can you weave?" 
 
    "All of them, though there are some weaves I struggle with." Rella leaned forward in her stone chair. "Is there something bad about being a potential Firelord?" 
 
    "Unfortunately, yes," Aram said. "Firelord Atarin passed a decree a few years ago, stating that all potential Firelords must be taken to his palace in Haladel. You'll need to keep your identity a secret. I imagine he'd be especially interested in a niece of his." 
 
    Kae cleared her throat. "We lost a bandit to this decree a few years back. Talin didn't want to go, but he had no choice." 
 
     "Was my mother a Firelord?" Rella asked, ignoring Kae's comment. 
 
    "Yes, she was," Aram said, "but she rebelled against Atarin. Things didn't end well between them. That's why she had to flee to Tarileth. He would have killed her." 
 
    "Then I really don't want to go to his palace," Rella said. 
 
    "I can't imagine you would," Aram said. "But don't worry. I'll protect your secret." 
 
    Rella wanted to trust Aram, but she'd just met the man. In her life, she'd found so little reason to trust anyone. 
 
    "Thank you," she said, stomach churning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: The Plantation 
 
    Kadin and Helvin followed Marell toward the stone cabin where they'd be staying. Faina went with another overseer, who led her to the cabin where the women stayed separate from the men. Kadin's chest felt tight as he watched her go. How much would he see her? 
 
    "Do the men and women work together?" he asked Marell. 
 
    "Not too much. You'll do the more physically intensive tasks. They're more likely to get housework. You might see them from time to time, but probably not as much as you'd like." He smiled. "I gather you're already missing her." 
 
    "Is it that obvious?" 
 
    "Well, you'll be allowed to see her and the other women a little bit. You don't work all day. When you have your time off, you're free to visit." Marell narrowed his eyes. "Just don't get yourself in trouble. And don't get another slave pregnant." 
 
    Rows and rows of crops stretched through the stone-walled plantation, and there were more Sunlamps than Kadin had ever seen. As they passed each one, he worried he'd make them go out. Marell had given him more to think about. Was Kadin a Suncaster? It seemed impossible on first thought, but the evidence said otherwise. 
 
    Still, he shouldn't tell Marell about feeling the sun. 
 
    To the left, Andric's stone manor loomed. It was larger than any home Kadin had ever seen, and had awnings made of wood. A rare luxury.  
 
    Kadin felt a stab of hatred and jealousy. Why did Sunweavers deserve to live like that because of an accident of birth? Did Aralea favor them for some reason? It didn't seem right. A lot of bad people were Sunweavers, and a lot of good people were Lightless. 
 
    Marell pointed at the manor. "You probably won't work there at all." 
 
    Kadin remembered the way Andric had looked at Faina. Surely he'd want her to work in the house, and what would happen then? 
 
    After they passed many rows of crops—wheat, beans, potatoes, and others Kadin couldn't recognize, all helped along by Sunlamps of varying intensity—they reached a small cluster of stone cabins close to the giant stone walls that made the plantation feel like a prison. There were four cabins in all, and Marell led Kadin and Helvin into one. 
 
    On the way, they'd passed slaves busy at work under the watchful eyes of Suncaster overseers. No one had looked up, though there was quiet chatter amongst the slaves. 
 
    The cabin itself was empty, but there were beds for twelve men. Marell pointed out two beds in the back corner. "These are yours. The rest of your cabin mates are out working right now, and you'll be joining them shortly." 
 
    Marell went on to show Kadin the meager facilities the slaves had: where they'd eat, where they'd do their necessities, how they could ask overseers for certain supplies. Then he led them back out into the fields. 
 
    He directed Kadin to one group of workers and Helvin to another. The group Kadin joined was busy inspecting some corn crops to make sure none of the plants had withered or succumbed to insects. Kadin actually felt eager to join this work. It was little different from the kind of thing he'd done his whole life, but now he didn't have his father to worry about. 
 
    The men in the group were of mixed ages. The two youngest were a year or two older than Kadin, while the other two looked about Helvin's age. 
 
    "I guess you're new here," said one of the young slaves. 
 
    Kadin's mouth felt dry. "Kadin. My father sold me into this." 
 
    "Mine too," said the young man. "I'm Aren. I was the youngest of seven kids. My family couldn't afford all of us. They felt bad about it, but they had to do it." He shrugged. "It's really not so bad a life. As long as you work hard, you'll avoid beatings for the most part." 
 
    Kadin started inspecting the closest cornstalk. "I'm used to beatings. Those were my father's favorite method of communicating with me." 
 
    Aren chuckled without humor. "Sounds like a nice man." 
 
    "Don't know who my father is," said the other boy Kadin's age. "I'm Walin. Grew up on the streets in Illindel. Slavery ain't so bad compared to that." 
 
    Kadin's gaze left the cornstalk. "Did you know a girl named Faina by chance?" 
 
    "We used to be part of the same street gang," Walin said. "How do you know her?" 
 
    "Our owner bought her at the same time he bought me." 
 
    "She got caught?" Walin said. "Never expected that." 
 
    "I'm guessing she was a very good thief," Kadin said. 
 
    "Not very good. The best. Almost a legend." 
 
    Kadin didn't know what to think of that. Faina hadn't struck him that way. She'd looked more like a simple victim of bad circumstances. If she was so good, how did she get caught? 
 
    The two older men working with them introduced themselves, but didn't tell Kadin much. They seemed more interested in working silently, reminding Kadin of Helvin. Maybe slavery changed a person after a while. Would it change him? 
 
    His chest felt tight. How could he survive here so long? Yes, it was no different from working on the family farm, but he still felt trapped. 
 
    He turned to Aren and Walin. "How long have you two been here?" 
 
    "A year and a half," Aren said. "It feels like a lot longer." 
 
    "A few months for me," Walin said. "So far, time's flown by. I've never known what it's like to know where my next meal is coming from. We don't eat like Sunweavers—that's for sure—but they feed us well enough. A well-fed slave is a productive slave." 
 
    "Enough talking!" Marell shouted, stomping toward them. "This is a warning. Don't make me whip you. Get to work." 
 
    "Sorry," Kadin mumbled, turning back to the corn. 
 
    "Don't apologize," Marell said. "Just get to work." 
 
    "We're lucky it's Marell watching us," Walin said. "A lot of the other overseers whip first and warn later. Marell's one of the better ones." 
 
    Kadin kept his attention on his work. His father had never whipped him, and it wasn't an experience he wanted to endure for the first time. Walin explained some of the finer points of what they were doing, and Kadin caught on quicker than he'd expected. He even found a strange sense of pride in doing this. He'd love to prove his father wrong, prove he wasn't useless. 
 
    At the end of the day, he felt a little sore. He and the rest of the slaves returned to their stone cabins. Aren and Walin shared Kadin's cabin and ate with him. Kadin looked across the room and saw that Helvin was eating alone. He thought about calling the man over, but Helvin didn't look in a mood to talk to anyone. When did he ever? 
 
    Aren pointed him out. "How'd he end up as a slave?' 
 
    "A Suncaster tried to rape his wife," Kadin said. "He killed the man." 
 
    "Lucky he didn't face the headsman's axe," Walin said. "Really kind of stupid when you think about it. We're Lightless. They can do whatever they want to us." 
 
    Kadin gave him a sharp look. "So you'd let someone you love get raped?" 
 
    "I don't know. I've never been in the situation. I'm just saying it's not very smart." 
 
    'It's right, though," Kadin said. "You have to defend those who can't defend themselves." He thought of the many beatings he'd suffered at his father's hands, of his family all standing by and watching it—Tyrine included. No one should have to endure what he'd endured. Even the most unimportant person needed someone to protect them. 
 
    "Maybe," Walin said. "I doubt I'll ever have to make that choice." 
 
    People have to make that choice every day, Kadin thought, and most of them make the wrong choice. He vowed he would do the right thing in that situation. But would he? 
 
    After dinner, Kadin had nothing to do. Most of the slaves talked amongst themselves, saying little of importance. Bored, Kadin wandered out of the cabin and across the fields. The sun had set, but the plantation's Sunlamps made his surroundings as bright as day. 
 
    Kadin followed a narrow path between rows of crops until he found the one women's cabin. Not enough female slaves for more than one, he figured. 
 
    He approached the stone door hesitantly and knocked. 
 
    "Who's there?" called out an older woman. 
 
    "Another slave," Kadin said. "Can I talk to Faina, the new slave?" 
 
    "I'll be out soon," Faina said from deep within the cabin. Moments later, the door came open, and she stepped out. To his surprise, she hugged him. 
 
    "Why'd you do that?" Kadin asked. 
 
    A tear trickled down her face. "I'm worried. I think my worst fears are going to come true. Andric chose me as a house slave, his personal servant, in fact. I don't want to be anywhere near that man. He scares me." 
 
    Kadin didn't know what to say. "I-I'm sorry. Has he done anything?" 
 
    "Not yet, but I know he wants to." She wiped away a tear. "You want to go for a walk around the plantation?" 
 
    "Oh, um, yes, that sounds nice." 
 
    "You're cute when you're nervous," she said. 
 
    Kadin's face grew warm, and he couldn't think of anything to say as they started walking between the crop rows. She hung close to him, as though she were afraid Andric might come out and do something to her right now. Was that so paranoid a fear? 
 
    "I met another boy who knew you," Kadin said. "Walin. You remember him?" 
 
    She looked away. "Yes. What did he tell you?" 
 
    "He said you were the greatest thief in Illindel, a legend. I know you've stolen, but I didn't expect that. How does the city's best thief get caught over a little food?" 
 
    "Oh, I wasn't that good," she said, blushing. "People like Walin want to make legends out of people who aren't really legends. It gives them something to aspire to." She turned away. "I was just like anyone else on the streets. I struggled. I made mistakes. I ended up here. If I was truly a legend, would I be here now?" 
 
    Kadin had the impression that she was hiding something. She had been the best, but she wasn't anymore. What had changed? He wanted to ask her but lacked the courage. 
 
    They walked in silence for a while. Despite the chill in the air, Kadin was sweating. He'd never seen so many Sunlamps in one place. The slaves could work long into the night if necessary. No wonder the crops here grew so well. 
 
    "Is there anything I can do to help you with Andric?" Kadin asked, feeling stupid for thinking he could help her in any way. He was a simple Lightless slave. What could he do? 
 
    Her features tightened. "I don't think so. Thank you for offering, but it's better if you don't get involved. If he wants to rape me, he'll do it. I'll survive. You need to worry about yourself, Kadin." 
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    "Nothing," she said, looking away. What was she hiding? 
 
    They followed a straight path all the way to the stone wall surrounding the plantation. That wall stood at least fifty feet high, constructed by Sunweavers, some of whom could use their powers to manipulate stone like that. Kadin had always wondered how such things were possible. 
 
    Faina placed a hand against the wall and closed her eyes. 
 
    "Are you all right?" Kadin asked, putting a tentative hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "I-I'm fine. I'm just wondering what it must feel like to move stone like they can. Then we could escape this place." 
 
    "We'd still be runaways," Kadin said. "You heard Marell. We'd be executed." 
 
    Faina turned away from the wall. "It doesn't matter. We can't escape anyways." 
 
    In that moment, the weight of her words hit him, and he struggled to hold back tears. No, this life wasn't that bad so far, but could he handle it for all his best years? 
 
    He kept his hand firmly on her shoulder. "Then we'll have to make the best of it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: The Brotherhood of Fire 
 
    Deril stood atop a wall of the Temple of Aralea, perhaps twenty feet from the ground below. He took a deep breath, wove Yellow and Blue, and leapt. His stomach lurched as he fell, but when he hit the ground, his shield held. Only a little pain shot through his legs. 
 
    Tiran stood on the ground, watching him. "You're insane, Deril." 
 
    "I have to master this ability. I know it's possible. I'm powerful enough. I should have been able to make that jump. If I'd trained in this, I might have saved my father." 
 
    "Not against a group of powerful Fireweavers that included your brother. You made a foolish decision. It's better that you broke your legs. It probably saved your life." 
 
    "Perhaps it did," Deril said as he started to climb the stairs. He was going to try the jump from a wall about ten feet higher. Shaking his head, Tiran watched him climb. Deril gave Tiran a sharp look, but said nothing. There was no guarantee those Fireweavers would have beaten Deril.  
 
    The height from the new spot was dizzying, but Deril ignored that feeling. He wove Yellow and Blue within him, then leapt. When he hit the ground, his legs complained a little. 
 
    "Are you going to keep doing this until you break your legs again?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "I'm not even close to that point yet. I know my own body and powers." 
 
    He climbed the stone stairs, ignoring Tiran's negative comments and severe expression. This time, he found a wall perhaps fifty feet in the air. If he could make this jump, he would decide that was enough for the day. 
 
    "You look like a complete fool," Tiran called out. 
 
    Perhaps I am, Deril thought, smiling. He stood on the stone railing, staring down at Tiran, who looked so small. Deril's heart fluttered. Could he do this? 
 
    Taking deep breaths, he wove Yellow and Blue within him one last time, then jumped. The air whooshed past him, exhilarating and terrifying at once. He focused on maintaining the shield. When he hit the ground, his legs and ankles complained, and he collapsed, scraping his knees against the rocky ground. Nothing was broken, though. That, at least, was a success. 
 
    "Are you done now?" Tiran asked, helping him to his feet. 
 
    "Yes, I think so. I'll have to keep working on it." 
 
    "And how often will you have occasion to jump that far?" 
 
    "You never know," Deril said. "It could prove useful." 
 
    He had engaged in this crazy practice in an effort to distract himself from his anxiety. Night was approaching. In the morning, Daine would arrive to lead them to the headquarters of the Brotherhood of Fire. Deril couldn't shake his suspicion that this was a huge mistake. 
 
    But what other choice did he have? He had to do everything he could to save his father. No matter what anyone said, Atarin might kill the Sunlord. People like Atarin were crazy. Perhaps he believed the world could survive without the Sunlord. Deril wished he could feel the sun like his father. That way, Deril would know if his father was still doing his duty. 
 
    Deril experienced a night of restless sleep, his mind racing as he went over everything that could go wrong. 
 
      
 
    Before he knew it, he stood before the temple gates, Tiran and Diane at his side. He and Tiran had gathered a few supplies but had left behind anything that might link them to their normal lives. Tiran had switched out of his Sun Guard uniform, wearing the same kind of clothing as Deril. 
 
    A light fur cloak. Heavy pants. Thin underclothing. It lacked the ornamentation Deril was accustomed to, but he'd never cared for all that anyways. It made him feel like he was separating himself too much from the common people. After all, the only thing that made him different was his powers. An accident of birth. 
 
    The Church said Aralea made some people Sunweavers for a reason, but now that Deril suspected Aralea might be dead, he wondered if there was any reason at all. 
 
    He looked up at the dim white sun. Had Aralea really been dead so long? 
 
    The Sun Guards opened the gate and bade farewell to Deril and Tiran. Captain Hanir had informed the guards that the two of them were on a secret mission, but hadn't given away any of the crucial details. The guards at the gate looked on with concerned frowns. 
 
    "Don't worry," Tiran said. "We'll be all right." 
 
    Deril wished he could be so sure. He couldn't help but think back to Hanir's remark about his acting ability—or lack thereof. Could he fool Fireweavers, who'd been trained from birth to be suspicious of everyone? Perhaps he'd let Tiran do most of the talking. 
 
    The gate opened, and Daine led them to a large wagon waiting outside. Deril and Tiran climbed into the back, and she followed a step behind as the guards wove Yellow and Green to close the gate. Even though Deril was outside that gate, he felt trapped when it closed. Who was he to think he could rescue his father? Yes, he was talented, but talent wasn't everything. 
 
    The wagon's driver led them down the rocky road. Deril peered off to his left, toward the cliff he'd leapt from a few days ago. He was amazed he'd mustered the courage, or perhaps the foolishness, to make that jump. 
 
    The wagon took forever to travel down the road, and Deril couldn't sit still. 
 
    "Relax," Tiran said. "Daine has everything under control." 
 
    "For now," Deril said, feeling sick. "But we'll be on our own soon enough." 
 
    "Just don't do anything suspicious," Daine said. "My word will protect you to an extent, but you have to act the part, and I'm not sure you can." 
 
    "Neither am I," Deril said. How could he be the same person who'd jumped off that cliff? Perhaps bravery in a heated moment was different from bravery when you had a long time to look ahead at your dangerous future. 
 
    Eventually, the wagon made it to the bottom of the road and rumbled along flatter ground just outside Hyrandel. Deril and Tiran had shared idle conversation, but nothing could calm Deril right now. He'd spent his whole life training to be a Sunlord, not a spy or soldier. 
 
    The wagon took them to the edge of Hyrandel, where they disembarked. Daine paid the driver, then led Deril and Tiran through the streets. It had been only a few weeks since Deril had been to Hyrandel, but it felt like a different city now. He glanced at every passerby, wondering how many of them were Fireweavers living in secret. 
 
    Most of the city's buildings were made of stone, formed by Yellow/Green Sunweavers. In his occasional spare time, Deril had helped construct buildings. Learning to manipulate stone with such precision took a lot of work and patience. 
 
    The edge of the city was a wealthier district, with wide cobblestone streets and people dressed in sleek fur coats. It was one of the few parts of the city Deril had seen. His father had always cautioned him to avoid the poorer areas. Deril's clothing and the way he carried himself would expose him as a Sunweaver, and the Lightless didn't like Sunweavers. 
 
    Probably for good reason, Deril told himself. People like him enjoyed lives of comfort and security while the Lightless starved to death in the streets and on their farms. How was that fair? The more Deril thought about such things, the more he believed Aralea might be dead. If she wasn't dead, was she a goddess he wanted to believe in? 
 
    However, Halarik was the reason for these troubles. If they had the bright sun of ages long past, food would be plentiful. No one would starve. No one would suffer. 
 
    Or would people find another way to make life difficult. After all, it was human nature to fight, to get into wars over petty differences. 
 
    They walked past large stone houses, then entered a district where the houses became smaller, where the people wore light fur cloaks that had seen better days. Deril was glad they'd dressed in less luxurious clothes than usual, but he still felt like everyone was watching them. 
 
    Daine led them into a narrow alley between two old and cracked buildings. Deril glanced around the alley, feeling tense. Where was she taking them? There was nothing here. 
 
    The alley twisted around, snaking between buildings as they walked farther and farther from the street. Eventually, the alley came to an unremarkable dead end. Daine squatted,  touched the rocky ground, generated a short burst of light, then stepped back. 
 
    "What was that?" Deril asked, moving a step closer. 
 
    "A little Firecasting," Daine said. "The gatekeepers on the other side will open the gate soon, and we'll step into an entrance chamber where they'll make sure we aren't dangerous. After that, we'll gain full entrance to the Brotherhood's headquarters." 
 
    While she spoke, the ground rumbled open, revealing a small hole. She ducked into it first and stepped down a steep slant. Deril and Tiran exchanged a nervous glance, then followed, entering a chamber lit by Sunlamps. A group of men and women sat behind stone desks, eyes narrowed as they watched the party approach. 
 
    "Welcome back, Daine," said one of the women. "Who are these people with you?" 
 
    "Zalin and Rorik," Daine said. "Young Sunweavers who hold sympathies toward us." 
 
    "Do you trust them?" the woman asked. 
 
    "Yes, I do. Erine Anduri has also vouched for them." 
 
    "I miss Erine," said one of the men. "Haven't seen her in a while." 
 
    Deril felt like everyone was watching him. He was relieved that they hadn't recognized him, that few people ever saw the Sunlord's family. 
 
    He glanced at Tiran, who looked calm and steady. Perhaps it was that Sun Guard training. Deril had asked his father if he could join the Sun Guard, or at least train with them, but his father had refused, saying his duties as a potential Sunlord were more important. Now Deril wished more than ever that his father had realized the truth. 
 
    Deril could never be a Sunlord. 
 
    But he could be a fine Sunweaver. He could rescue his father. All he had to do was act a part here, perhaps defer to Tiran's experience and wisdom. 
 
    The gatekeepers granted them entrance, and they stepped through a stone door, into a much larger chamber. Many people filled the chamber, sitting in cushioned stone chairs and carrying on quiet conversations. Some greeted Daine as she passed and asked about Deril and Tiran. Deril had to work hard to remember his name was Zalin. Tiran, however, had little difficulty. 
 
    They walked to a corner of the vast chamber. 
 
    "What do we do now?" Deril asked, feeling lost and overwhelmed. 
 
    "I'm going to introduce you to our leader," Daine said. "If he has no problem with you, you should be free to examine our library. You'll surely find some answers on Aralea's death there. Perhaps you'll even find something related to the Sunlord's disappearance." 
 
    Daine seemed kinder than usual. Deril didn't know what to think of her. The religious part of him hated everything about her, everything she'd told him. The more pragmatic side of him recognized her as the enemy of an enemy. 
 
    But should he consider such a person a friend? 
 
    Trying to hide his trembling legs, he followed Daine into the leader's office.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: The Lost Scriptures 
 
    Deril took a seat in the leader's office, a spacious stone chamber with little ornamentation. The leader himself sat behind a clean stone desk, watching them with narrowed eyes. Something about him looked familiar. Deril cast a quick glance at Tiran, then at Daine, hoping for reassurance. 
 
    Neither of them said anything. 
 
    "Good morning, Lord Deril," the leader said at last, nodding in greeting. "I'm Sondir, the leader of the Brotherhood of Fire across Tarileth." He smiled. "And a member of the Sunweaver Council." 
 
    Of course. That was why he looked familiar. 
 
    "There are Fireweavers on the Sunweaver Council?" Deril said. 
 
    "Yes, there are a few of us. We're good at hiding." 
 
    "Then why do you let the Council treat Fireweavers so poorly?" Deril asked. 
 
    Sondir sighed wearily. "As I said, there are only a few of us, and we can't be too strong in our support for Fireweavers. We must act behind the scenes." 
 
    "That makes sense," Tiran said, sounding at ease. 
 
    "Now let's get to the important matters," Sondir said. "I know of your father's kidnapping, Deril, and I know who kidnapped him. Like you, however, I do not know why. And Daine is right. We can't act until we know why they've kidnapped him." 
 
    Deril hated that part of it. How could he sit around while his father might be on the verge of dying? Was this the time for a long, involved investigation? 
 
    "I can sense your impatience," Sondir said, "but you need more information before you act. I'm sure Daine has told you how powerful Firelord Atarin's forces are." His face twisted in disgust when he mentioned Atarin. "In a war, he would probably win." 
 
    Deril leaned forward, his legs bouncing. "Then we find a way to do this without a war. I'm a very powerful Sunweaver. Why can't I just go in there and save him?" 
 
    Sondir gave him an impatient look. "You don't know much about the Fireweaver world, do you? There are many Firelords. These are people whose talent is your equal, people who've trained for combat, unlike you. You need allies. You need information. 
 
    "He's right," Tiran said, putting a hand on Deril's arm. 
 
    "Where do I start?" Deril asked. 
 
    "First, I think you need to understand the truth about our world," Sondir said, pushing a large key across the desk. "This will give you access to our archives." 
 
    Deril took the key. "I guess this will lead me to those lost scriptures Daine told me about." 
 
    "Among other things," Sondir said. 
 
    "I still don't see why I should trust them," Deril said. "How do I know you didn't make these up after the fact? How can I trust you?" 
 
    "I can understand why you might not trust us," Sondir said. "You've been conditioned your whole life to believe people like us are evil. You'll have to make your best judgment." He held Deril's gaze. "If it makes any difference, I think you're a good man, Deril." 
 
    "You barely know me." 
 
    "You have a good reputation, and your mother vouched for you." Sondir turned his gaze to Tiran. "And she said the same for you. I'm always hesitant to trust Sun Guards, but I've heard that you're an honorable man. The kind who will keep his word." 
 
    "I have no intention of turning against you," Tiran said. 
 
    "Good," Sondir said. "I think it's time you two got investigating." He told Deril and Tiran where they could find the archives. 
 
    Deril nodded his thanks and rose. He and Tiran stepped out of the room, leaving Daine alone with Sondir. As they crossed the room, people watched them with interested expressions. Deril had the feeling that none of them trusted him. He wasn't sure how he'd earn their trust, but he couldn't save his father on his own. 
 
    They crossed the central stone chamber of the Brotherhood headquarters and reached the archives on the far side. A locked door blocked the entrance. Deril could sense how the Brotherhood had used Yellow/Green Fireweaving to protect the door from anyone who might try to open it using Sunweaving or Fireweaving. 
 
    No one guarded the door. Deril exchanged a nervous glance with Tiran, then inserted the key in the lock. The lock gave a loud click, and the door swung open. 
 
    Deril's chest felt tight as he slipped inside. Many Sunlamps bathed the chamber in a golden glow. There were shelves and shelves of books, stretching as far as Deril could see. His stomach churned. He felt overwhelmed by the size of the place. 
 
    "How will we ever find what we need?" he asked. 
 
    "There must be some sense of organization to it." 
 
    At the front of the room, a map hung on the wall, listing the general locations where they could find certain books. A large stone cabinet against that wall contained more information, and it seemed organized. Deril relaxed a little as he looked for the lost scriptures. 
 
    After a few minutes, he found the location. He and Tiran traveled through the vast chamber, stopping eventually at the right shelf. Deril had expected there to be only a few lost scriptures, but books and books lined the shelves—more than he'd seen even in the Temple of Aralea. And he'd spent a lot of time in the library there, researching anything that might help him learn how to be a Sunlord. A useless search, he'd realized now. 
 
    But this new search wasn't useless. He had to hold out hope that it would lead to his father's rescue. He had to cling to his belief that his father wasn't already dead. 
 
    He had to do something that mattered. 
 
    No one else had ever understood the feeling of complete failure he endured every day. So much had been expected of him. The world needed another Sunlord, and he couldn't be that person. Other people didn't understand how it felt to disappoint an entire world. 
 
    His father had always told him there'd be more Sunlords, that Deril didn't need to be so hard on himself. Not to mention, Deril might still develop the powers. 
 
    Someone needed to, for Deril's father had lost the ability to reproduce. That often struck Sunlords as they grew older. Their daily ritual of feeding the sun with their own power did something to sterilize them.  
 
    If only the Fireweavers hadn't been killing all the Sunlords. 
 
    After all, that seemed the most logical explanation. And if they'd killed the others, what was stopping them from killing the final Sunlord? 
 
    "I think I found something," Tiran said, jolting Deril out of his thoughts.  
 
    Deril turned to see Tiran holding a dusty, leather-bound book. "What is it?" 
 
    "The Death of Aralea," Tiran said. "Sounds like what we're looking for." He frowned. "Interesting author name. Teravin Batar. I wonder if High Priest Teravin was named after him. It's not a very common name." 
 
    "I have no idea." Deril took the book from Tiran and settled down in a nearby chair at a stone table. He turned the pages with care, worried he might tear them. His chest felt tight. A part of him wanted to read this, and another part wanted to pretend this book didn't exist. 
 
    The book told the tale of the war between Aralea and Halarik. Much of the background was the same. Aralea and Halarik created the world together. Even in the beginning, the brother and sister gods were at odds with one another. 
 
    But the reasons were not the same ones Deril had always known. This account spoke of an entire kingdom of gods, including many gods and many other worlds. In this kingdom of gods, there was a great war. Halarik and Aralea fought on opposing sides in this war. 
 
    The account didn't describe the reasons for this war, though, or which group was on the side of good. That wasn't surprising. 
 
    This was the real world, not a children's tale. Good and evil were subjective terms. 
 
    Once, Deril might have seen everything through that lens, but he'd read a lot of history in the temple library and found accounts of many wars. Some were between Sunweavers and Fireweavers. Others were between nations, or even factions within a nation. In most of these wars, there were no true villains. 
 
    And now that Deril had learned the truth about his mother, now that he'd seen Fireweavers living peacefully in Tarileth, he knew they were not evil. 
 
    Still, the vagueness of the book frustrated him. It felt as if the author knew a bunch of information he wasn't writing here. But why would he describe the war in such general terms? What did anyone stand to gain from a vague history? 
 
    Deril returned his attention to the book, reading of how Aralea had given the world Sunweaving and Halarik had given the world Fireweaving. For a time, the two groups coexisted despite the animosity between their gods. 
 
    But eventually Halarik grew to resent the fact that he'd been painted as a villain in the war between the gods. There was no victor in that war, and this account wasn't clear on any of the war's events. Perhaps the gods had not shared that information with the author. That had to be the answer. The author had probably been just as frustrated as Deril. 
 
    Over time, the account read, Halarik convinced most Fireweavers that Aralea was on the side of evil. Soon most of the world's Fireweavers hated Sunweavers, and Sunweavers felt that same hatred toward Fireweavers. This culminated in a war that lasted more than ten years. 
 
    Most of this information was familiar, or at least not that different from what Deril had always known. But now he was getting to the interesting part. 
 
    The stories Deril knew told of Aralea imprisoning Halarik, but they never specified how Aralea did it. To create this prison, according to this new account, Aralea had to sacrifice herself. It was the only way to protect the world from Halarik. 
 
    Deril didn't know what to think of that. A part of him believed this tale. After all, he'd never felt as if anyone were answering his prayers. 
 
    But it also conflicted with everything he'd ever believed. If this was what truly happened, then the Church of Aralea had to know. And if they knew, that meant they were deliberately hiding this information from the people. 
 
    How could Deril believe in the teachings of a church that would do that? 
 
    Deril cleared his throat. "You won't believe some of these things, Tiran." 
 
    Tiran looked up from his book. "Yeah, mine says some pretty odd things, too. Let's tell each other when we finish. Get as much of the information as we can first." 
 
    But should we trust this information? Deril thought. This was an alternative account, and an interesting one, but that didn't mean it was true. 
 
    Regardless, he continued reading. The next part of this scripture followed the story he'd always known, though there were a few differences. Foremost among them was that many Fireweavers stood behind Aralea, which angered Halarik. So Halarik weakened the sun, trying to prove that the world could survive on his powers alone, that Fireweavers didn't need Sunweavers or Aralea. 
 
    As much as Deril didn't want to believe this account, it seemed more logical. It established a motive for Halarik beyond pure evil. Halarik had been jealous that some of his people had chosen to follow Aralea. 
 
    Deril read the next part with great interest. This was where the supposed sacrifice would show up. He had to decide if he believed this account. 
 
    In the war between Aralea and Halarik, Halarik struck the blow that weakened the sun. He drew on the powers of the Core, using all his talent in combination with every Firelord of the age. Aralea couldn't stop it because she had no idea it was going to happen. Afterward, though, she did everything she could to help the world survive. 
 
    She transferred her Sunlord powers to a select group of people. Giving the people the powers of Sunlords wasn't enough, however. Aralea had to do something about the threat of Halarik. If he could weaken the sun once, he could do it again. She was powerful enough to create a Sunweaving prison around Halarik with a modified Sunlord's weave. 
 
    Deril had never encountered anything resembling this account. The official scriptures said that Aralea used her great powers to imprison Halarik. They never specified how she did it. 
 
    The weave Aralea used drained her so much that it killed her, according to this scripture. But in doing so, she imprisoned Halarik and kept him from weakening the sun further. However, the legacy of the war remained in the form of Sunlords and Firelords, and thus began the conflict that had lasted for six hundred years. 
 
    And Deril had the feeling that conflict was about to explode.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: The Secret of the Sunlamps 
 
    Kadin tried his best to adjust to life on the plantation. The work itself wasn't bad, but that feeling of being imprisoned remained. Even back with his father, he hadn't felt so trapped.  
 
    The worst part, though, was his worry for Faina. She didn't like to talk about what she was doing for Andric in the owner's manor. Had he taken advantage of her? 
 
    If he had, could Kadin sit here and let it happen? 
 
    Then again, what could he do? He was Lightless. Useless. Worthless. Everything his father had ever said about him was true. He couldn't change anything, couldn't protect anyone. Least of all Faina. 
 
    The closest Sunlamp went out. Kadin looked up, cursing his luck. He'd hoped that a change in surroundings would bring a change in outcome, but he was cursed. 
 
    Or was he a Suncaster like Tyrine and Marell had suggested? 
 
    The closest overseer—it wasn't Marell today—looked up at the Sunlamp. Kadin kept working without the light. This man was quick to use his whip. 
 
    "We just bought that one," he muttered. "Why'd it go out?" 
 
    Kadin didn't turn, keeping his attention on the crops he was watering. Nearby, Aren and Walin did the same. They'd all been quiet today, fearing the overseer's whip. The man's steps sounded loud, approaching from behind. 
 
    "Go water some different crops," he said. "These ones will die without the Sunlamp." He held his whip ready. "Go on. Move!" 
 
    Kadin hustled over to a different area of crops beneath another Sunlamp. He hadn't wanted to move, fearing that he'd make this Sunlamp die as well. How would he explain two going out so close together? He prayed to Aralea that it wouldn't happen, but he didn't expect anything from the goddess. When had she ever helped him? 
 
    But his prayers appeared to be answered, for he went the rest of the day without making any Sunlamps go out. More importantly, he avoided getting whipped. He hadn't had his first one yet, and he dreaded it. The other slaves talked about whippings in hushed voices. 
 
    At the end of the day, Kadin returned to the stone cabin for dinner. He sat with Aren and Walin at a small stone table. Those two had become his closest friends, along with Faina. Kadin wanted to include Helvin, but Helvin had joined with another group. He still didn't talk much.  
 
    "I wonder why that Sunlamp went out," Walin said, tearing a loaf of bread in half. "That don't usually happen." 
 
    "I think it was my fault," Kadin said. "The same thing always happened around me on my father's farm. I must be cursed." 
 
    Aren separated a strip of stringy bird meat from the bone. "Cursed to make Sunlamps go out? That seems strange." 
 
    "I don't want to talk about it," Kadin said. "It brings back bad memories." He looked down and shoveled food into his mouth without glancing at the others. They began talking on other topics, leaving him alone, which suited him fine. 
 
    He knew he shouldn't hold them at a distance like this, but he'd never had the opportunity for more than loose friendships like he used to have with his friend Damin back home.  
 
    After dinner, there was nothing to do. A few hours remained before they were required to go to sleep. Kadin's mind was racing, so he wasn't tired. At the same time, though, he didn't feel like talking to anyone. He sat in a corner, wondering what would happen if another Sunlamp went out. Would they whip him? Beat him? Even kill him? 
 
    After all, no matter what Marell had said, Kadin didn't trust a Sunweaver like Andric to follow the law where slaves were concerned. Accidents were bound to happen to problem slaves. 
 
    There was a loud knock on the stone door, and Kadin looked up. 
 
    "Who is it?" asked one of the older slaves. Most remained deep in conversation. 
 
    "It's Faina. I'd like to speak to Kadin. Is he here?" 
 
    Kadin hopped to his feet. "Yeah, I'm here. Give me a moment." 
 
    His stomach churned. Faina hadn't come to the cabin to speak to him before, and he thought he'd heard tears in her voice. Had something bad happened to her? 
 
    The other slave opened the door, and Kadin darted through it. Soon he stood outside at Faina's side. The nearby Sunlamps made it seem almost as bright as daytime. He looked into Faina's eyes and saw the tears. Though she tried to hide it, she was trembling. 
 
    He put a tentative hand on her shoulder. "What happened? Are you all right?" 
 
    Her jaw quivered. "Andric made me come to his bed today?" 
 
    "I'm so sorry," Kadin said, not sure how to comfort her. Should he put an arm around her? Let her cry on his shoulder? Stand there awkwardly, looking sympathetic? He'd never dealt with anything like this. Usually, he'd been the one who needed comforting. 
 
    She remained silent, wiping a tear from her cheek. 
 
    "Do you want to walk somewhere?" he asked, avoiding her eyes. 
 
    "Y-yes. Perhaps that would be good." 
 
    Kadin walked with Faina at his side. For a long time, they were both silent, skirting the edges of the plantation, hanging close to the warmth of Sunlamps. He didn't want to touch her after what she'd been through. He didn't think she'd want to be touched by anyone. 
 
    "Did he hurt you?" Kadin asked, not sure if this was the right thing to say. 
 
    She wiped away another tear. "Thankfully, no. But he threatened to hurt me if I resisted." 
 
    "You should have resisted. No one should have the right to do that." 
 
    "Do you really think it's that easy? We're Lightless, Kadin. No one cares about us." 
 
    Kadin could feel her anger radiating like heat from a Sunlamp. He knew it wasn't directed at him, but it still bothered him. "Well, nothing is going to change if we allow ourselves to be controlled. There has to be some way we can change something." 
 
    "It must be nice to hold on to such innocence. Your father might have beaten you, but you weren't beaten down on the streets like I was. When you've seen so many people mistreat people like you, you realize there's nothing you can do." 
 
    "I refuse to be defeated," he said. "Lightless or not, we're still people. Just like them." 
 
    "But we're not." A tear trickled down her cheek. "We're nothing." 
 
    Kadin knew she didn't believe that. She was suffering the aftermath of the rape. He remembered the Faina he'd first met, the girl who'd tried to encourage him. Now their roles had reversed. 
 
    "There has to be some way we can make things better for you," Kadin said. "I don't think it's legal for a Sunweaver to rape the Lightless." He scuffed at the dirt with his shoe. "Maybe we could tell Marell. He seemed sympathetic." 
 
    "He's better than many, but he won't be able to do anything." 
 
    "You knew this would probably happen when we were bought," Kadin said. "But you were able to remain positive then. What happened to the girl I first met?" 
 
    "I got raped! That's what happened." 
 
    "I-I'm sorry," Kadin said. "I guess that wasn't very sensitive. I'm not very good at this." 
 
    "No, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have snapped at you. You're trying. That's better than I can say for most. I might have seemed happy to you when we met, or at least as happy as I could be under the circumstances, but I've lived a rough life. Rougher than you can imagine." 
 
    "You can tell me about it," Kadin said, reaching out to touch her shoulder, then thinking better of it. She looked like she might explode with anger at any second. 
 
    "I don't know if I can. There are secrets in my past that I don't want anyone to know." 
 
    "You really were the best thief, weren't you?" he said. 
 
    "Among many things. When you live on the streets, you do what you have to do to survive. I have some particular talents that attracted the attention of crime lords. These aren't your typical street gang leaders. These people are organized. They recruit the best. People like me." 
 
    Kadin checked to make sure no one could hear this conversation. He didn't see any overseers or slaves wandering the plantation. 
 
    "So you did some bad things," he said. "But you had to do them." He met her eyes. "You can't actually think you deserve everything you've gotten." 
 
    "I don't know," she said. "Sometimes I do. You don't know everything about me." 
 
    "Then tell me. You can trust me." 
 
    "I can't trust anyone with this. I'm sorry. I do like you, Kadin." She looked away, as though lost in thought. Thoughts so deep and dark he could never understand them. 
 
    "I'm going to get you out of here," he said. "I'll find a way." He felt sick, knowing he'd made a promise he couldn't keep. "Then you can tell me whatever this is." 
 
    She looked away again. "All right. If you get me out of here, I'll tell you everything. I don't know why you care so much about me. I don't deserve it." 
 
    "It's because you cared about me when I was feeling terrible. Only my sister ever cared about me. It was surprising to see a complete stranger trying to encourage me." 
 
    Faina stared off into space, more tears streaming down her face. "That's a very nice thing to say, Kadin. I suppose I should be glad you met me at my best." 
 
    "Even your worst isn't that bad," Kadin said. 
 
    She hesitated a long moment, then said, "I think it's almost time to return to our cabins." 
 
    They had plenty of time, but Kadin could understand that she needed to be alone. He walked her back to her cabin, then returned to his own. Before entering, he was surprised to find tears trickling down his own face. He wiped them away and stepped inside. 
 
    "What did she want?" Walin asked. "She didn't look happy." 
 
    Kadin walked over and sank into his hard bed. "I don't want to talk about it. She's having a rough time here. I don't think she wants anyone to know." 
 
    "A rough time?" Walin said. "That doesn't sound like the Faina I knew." 
 
    "I have the feeling something changed since you last knew her." 
 
    "It has been a few years," Walin said. "She disappeared one day. I heard she got in with one of the crime lords. Don't know what happened to her after that." 
 
    "What made her such a good thief?" Kadin asked. 
 
    Walin settled down at the edge of the stone bed. "Not sure. She always liked to work alone. She could do things the rest of us couldn't. Steal from heavily protected manors. Rob merchants in the town square in broad daylight. She had talents I never understood." 
 
    "Maybe she'll tell me some day." 
 
    "If she does, let me in on the secret." 
 
    Kadin went to sleep that night with his mind racing. What dark secrets did Faina's past hold? Would he ever have the chance to find out? After all, how in the core was he going to get her away from Andric? She was right. They were Lightless. Powerless. 
 
    He spent the next day waiting for an opportunity to speak to Faina, though he had no idea if she'd want to talk again. The last thing he wanted to do was initiate contact if she didn't want it. She needed time to heal. How much time, he had no idea. 
 
    He continued his work in the fields, talking with Aren and Walin as he inspected each cornstalk. Marell was the overseer today, so they weren't as worried about getting whipped. Still, he gave them sharp looks if they started ignoring their work. 
 
    That afternoon, another Sunlamp went out where Kadin was working. Everyone stopped and looked up at it. Marell glanced at the dead Sunlamp, then at Kadin. Was he going to punish Kadin? Or was he going to look into why this always happened around Kadin? 
 
    "Strange," Marell said, looking up at the Sunlamp. "Two in two days." 
 
    Kadin glanced up at Marell, who gave him a quick nod, as if to say they'd speak later. Should Kadin feel excited about that, or terrified? In truth, he had no idea how to feel about Marell. Kadin felt that way about a lot of things at the moment. He'd considered telling Marell about what had happened to Faina, but he didn't know how the man would react. 
 
    They continued working until Marell called for them to quit. As the others started on the path back toward their cabins, Marell called Kadin over to him. 
 
    "Come with me," Marell said. Kadin followed, struggling to keep up with Marell's quick pace. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Kadin asked. "Please, don't tell Andric about this." 
 
    "You should refer to him as Lord Andric," Marell said. "But I'm not taking you to him." He hesitated a moment. "Not yet at least." 
 
    Kadin's stomach twisted as he followed Marell. At last, they reached a small stone shed toward the edge of the plantation. Marell opened the door and ushered Kadin inside, into a cluttered area full of tools and crates. Small Sunlamps glowed in each corner of the shed. 
 
    Marell gestured at the closest Sunlamp. "Make it go out." 
 
    "How am I supposed to do that?" 
 
    "Well, based on your past and the last two days, I'd say you're a Purple Suncaster. By using Purple light, you have the ability to negate the light of a Sunlamp." 
 
    Kadin looked up at the Sunlamp, feeling like this was a strange dream. "What about the heat? Does that get rid of it, too? I'm sorry, but I don't know much about Suncasting." 
 
    Marell scratched at his dark beard. "Hmm, I hadn't considered that. That could be why this seems so unusual. I've never heard of anyone putting out a Sunlamp by accident. In fact, from what I understand about Suncasting and Sunweaving, it should be impossible for a Suncaster." He shook his head. "You might not be a Suncaster, Kadin." 
 
    "But if I can do this, doesn't that mean I am?" 
 
    "No, it would make you a Sunweaver," Marell said. "Anyone who can cast more than one color of light is a Sunweaver by definition, even if they can't actually weave light." He gestured at the Sunlamp. "Now I want you to think about Green and Purple. Don't think about combining them. Think about using them as they are, directing them at the Sunlamp." 
 
    Did Marell realize how ridiculous this sounded? Wouldn't Kadin have known it if he could use magic? He would try it, though, if only to prove he wasn't making the Sunlamps go out. After all, what were the chances anything would happen now? 
 
    He thought about Green and Purple, about using them to negate the light of the Sunlamp. At first, nothing happened, but after a few moments, the Sunlamp went out. 
 
    Kadin jumped back in shock. "Did I do that?" 
 
    "Perhaps," Marell said. "Try it on the next one." 
 
    Kadin did the same thing he'd done before, looking at the next Sunlamp. To his astonishment, this one went out as well. That was too close together to be a coincidence. 
 
    "Congratulations, Kadin," Marell said with a smile. "You're a Sunweaver. That means you're free." 
 
    Kadin stood frozen as the meaning of those words hit him. All his life, his father had claimed he was useless, but he wasn't. No. He was more useful than his father could ever hope to be. What would happen in his life now that he was a Sunweaver? 
 
    "I don't know what to say," Kadin said. "How could this happen to me? My mother and father are Lightless." He held back a laugh. "Well, I guess I'm not my father's son." 
 
    "Yes, your mother must have slept with a Sunweaver. It doesn't happen all that often, but sometimes Sunweavers seek out pleasure with the Lightless." 
 
    "I had another question," Kadin said, stomach churning. "I've always had this strange sense, like I can feel the sun in a way other people don't. Is that something that Sunweavers experience?" 
 
    Marell's eyes were wide. "What do you mean when you say you can feel the sun?" 
 
    "I can tell that it's getting weaker more quickly than it used to. I can feel it getting a little stronger around midday every day. Isn't that when the Sunlord works to keep it alive?" 
 
    "Yes, it is," Marell whispered. "That's simply astonishing." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Marell hesitated a few long moments. "Kadin, I don't think you're a Suncaster or a Sunweaver. I think you're a Sunlord." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: The New Sunlord 
 
    "You've got to be joking," Kadin said, staring at Marell with wide eyes. "What in the core would give you the idea I'm a Sunlord?" 
 
    "I'm not joking. The way you described feeling the sun, only a Sunlord can do that. I might not know everything about Sunweaving, but I know that much." He frowned. "I simply can't understand how a Sunlord grew up Lightless." 
 
    Kadin's legs trembled. This was the most insane thing he'd ever heard, but it made sense. "All right," he said. "Maybe I am a Sunlord. Does that mean my real father was a Sunlord?" 
 
    "Not necessarily. Sunlords can be born to any Sunweaver. It's rare, but it does happen. On the other hand, Sunlords almost always produce Sunlord children." 
 
    "So I could be related to the Sunlord." 
 
    "Probably not," Marell said, pacing around the small shed. "While he would be more likely to produce Sunlord children, he is only one man. Not to mention, he has thus far failed to produce Sunlord children. No. It's more likely you're the son of some Sunweaver." He ran a hand through his dark beard. "You do realize what this means? You're about to go from a slave to one of the most important and beloved people in all of Tarileth." 
 
    How could that happen? How could Kadin go on to such great things? If he was so talented, why couldn't he have done something about his father? 
 
    And what about Faina? 
 
    "I can't leave the plantation," Kadin said. "Not yet." 
 
    "And why in the core can't you leave?" Marell demanded. "Don't you understand? You don't belong here anymore. You can't be a slave. It's against the law." 
 
    "I have to get Faina out of here. Andric's been raping her." 
 
    "You can do that once you're safe in the Temple of Aralea," Marell said. "Being a Sunlord gives you certain privileges. The world needs you."  
 
    His expression darkened, and he looked away, shaking his head. 
 
    "What is it?" Kadin asked. 
 
    Marell hesitated. "You might not want to hear this, but your powers put you in a dangerous position. Over the last decade, every potential Sunlord has died under mysterious circumstances. Only Sunlord Zaren has escaped this fate." 
 
    "So you're saying someone might kill me because of this?" 
 
    "Yes, I hadn't thought of that at first. I was so caught up in how surprising this is." Marell continued pacing. "We'll have to approach this carefully. You might be a Sunweaver, but you're young, and because of your background, you've never developed your abilities." 
 
    Kadin felt chilled as he realized what that meant. "So I won't be able to defend myself." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "But what about the Sun Guard? Don't they protect people like me?" 
 
    "Yes," Marell said. "But these previous Sunlords who died, they were protected by the Sun Guard as well. These are skilled assassins we're talking about, probably Fireweavers." 
 
    "Fireweavers? I thought they all lived in the Frozen Lands." 
 
    "Not all of them," Marell said. "No matter what the Sun Guard tells you, they live among us, and they might be killing our Sunlords. The Sun Guard is aware of this. They just try to keep it hidden from the people." 
 
    Kadin felt overwhelmed with information as he tried in vain to understand all these revelations. It felt like something from a dream, not from his miserable life. 
 
    "Are you saying I can't tell anyone that I'm a . . ." 
 
    "You're right," Marell said. "Too dangerous. You can go as far as saying you're a Sunweaver. You'll be safe that way. Until we can figure out who's killing our Sunlords, and why, we can't risk losing you. Sunlord Zaren isn't getting any younger." 
 
    "But can I help Faina as an ordinary Sunweaver?" 
 
    Marell looked away, running a hand through his dark hair. "There's a problem there. You might be a Sunweaver, but you don't come from noble lineage. At best, you're a Sunweaver bastard, and you don't quite get the same privileges as other Sunweavers." 
 
    "So I can't get him to let Faina go," Kadin said, his stomach sinking. What good was his new status if he couldn't help the people he cared about? 
 
    "Unfortunately, no," Marell said, leaning on the wall in the dim shed. "And all we have against him is her word. The word of a Lightless slave doesn't count for much. Even the word of a Suncaster like me is not strong enough against a Sunweaver like Andric. I'm afraid there's nothing we can do for her." 
 
    Kadin clenched his fists. "I refuse to accept that. I will get her out of here." 
 
    "I don't mean to be harsh," Marell said. "But what makes her different from any other slave? There are countless people in the same situation. You can't help everyone." 
 
    "She cares about me, and I care about her. I know I can't help everyone, but I can help her, and I'm going to stay here until I can do that." Kadin stopped for a few moments to think. "I want you to teach me how to use my Sunweaving so I can help her escape." 
 
    Marell narrowed his eyes. "Are you sure that's what you want?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I might not be able to teach you," Marell said. "I know some of the theory behind Sunweaving, but I have no experience doing it myself." 
 
    "I don't care. You're the only person I trust to help me right now." 
 
    Marell looked away. "I'm not sure you've chosen the best person for your trust." 
 
    Kadin didn't know why Marell would say that. What reason did Kadin have not to trust the man? He'd shown sympathy for the Lightless slaves, and he'd bothered to discover Kadin's secret. 
 
    "I trust you," Kadin said. "Maybe I shouldn't, but I have no other choice." 
 
    Marell paced around the small shed. "I still think you're being foolish here. You can escape this life. Do you want to keep being a slave?" 
 
    "The work isn't so bad, and I can escape any time I want. But I'll never be able to live with myself if I abandon Faina." He hesitated. "I think there's more to her than what you see. Walin says she used to be a great thief in Illindel, but she ended up getting caught stealing some food. That doesn't fit." 
 
    "No, it doesn't," Marell said. "But you might be looking for something where there isn't anything. You want to believe she's special, that you aren't making a grave mistake by staying here." He stopped pacing and stared at Kadin. "And you are making a grave mistake. Staying here and trying to free her is very dangerous. It's too much of a risk for you. I don't think you understand what it means to be a Sunlord. The fate of the world rests on your shoulders." 
 
    Kadin understood what that meant, or at least he thought he did, but that didn't matter right now. "I don't care about the world," he said. "I care about Faina. The world has Sunlord Zaren. I'll become a Sunlord when the world needs me." 
 
    Of course, he could feel that the sun was dying. Did the world need his help sooner than he thought? 
 
    "You're being selfish and childish," Marell said, glaring at him. "Whether you like it or not, you have a duty now, and you need to fulfill that duty." 
 
    Kadin couldn't keep the anger out of his voice. "So I should forget about Faina? Why should I try to save a world that lets someone do that to Faina with no consequences?" 
 
    "Because the world isn't made only of people like Andric." 
 
    "Seems like it to me," Kadin said. 
 
    Marell gave him a sharp look. "You simply will not listen to reason. Perhaps I'll have to reveal that you're a Sunweaver." 
 
    "I'll deny it. I'll pretend I can't do it." 
 
    "And I can't get you to change your mind?" 
 
    "I have to do this," Kadin said, wishing he felt as confident as his words. "Besides, where would I go as a Sunweaver? I have no family, and I can't reveal that I'm a Sunlord. Would anyone take me in? After all, you said that a Sunweaver bastard isn't the same." 
 
    Marell sighed, leaning on the stone wall. "Yes, I did. In truth, I'm not sure where you'd go or who would take you in." 
 
    "So there's no real disadvantage to staying here. It gives me more time to figure out where I'm going next, and it gives me the opportunity to save Faina. I have to take the chance." 
 
    "All right," Marell said, shaking his head. "I'll try to train you." 
 
    They left the shed, and Kadin returned to the cabin, pretending that nothing strange had happened. When Aren and Walin asked him what Marell had wanted, he deflected the question, saying only that Marell wanted to figure out if the Sunlamp issue was connected with Kadin. 
 
    After dinner, Kadin left to speak to Faina. Her mood seemed better today, but he wasn't sure. Ever since she'd told him what Andric had done, she hadn't been herself. He needed to save her, to bring back the Faina he'd first met. 
 
    "Did he do anything to you today?" he asked. 
 
    "Not today. But he will again. I can tell." 
 
    Kadin hated the defeat in her voice. "I'm going to get you out of this." 
 
    "And how do you intend on doing that?" she said, giving him an impatient look. 
 
    Kadin checked his surroundings and saw no one. After dinner, the plantation tended to be empty. Still, he kept his voice low. "Remember how I told you about the Sunlamps?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Well, after another went out today, Marell decided to test me. It might sound crazy, but I'm a Sunweaver. That's why they go out around me. I can cast Green and Purple." 
 
    "That doesn't surprise me," she said. She looked as though she wanted to say something else, but then she bit her lower lip and turned away. 
 
    "Don't you understand what this means, Faina? If I can do the right weaves, I can get you out of here. Marell agreed to train me and let me stay here to help you." 
 
    "That's very kind of you," she said, "but you should think about yourself, Kadin. Don't keep suffering here for my sake. I can take care of myself." 
 
    "You can't stop him from hurting you, but I can. Or I'll be able to once I've trained." 
 
    "I don't need your protection, Kadin. I'm not some weakling." 
 
    Kadin tried to keep the exasperation out of his voice. "All right. If you're capable of handling this yourself, why haven't you? I understand that you don't want me to suffer because of you, but I'm not suffering here. You were right about one thing. Life here is the best life I've ever had. It isn't for you, though. You can't deny that." 
 
    "No, I can't," she said, staring off into space. "But anything you do to help me will get you in trouble. You're free to start a new life, a better life. Leave me behind." 
 
    Why was she being so difficult? Why didn't anyone agree with Kadin? 
 
    He fought against his anger. "I'm not leaving you behind. There's something special about you. I know it. You showed me sympathy when I was just some random boy you'd never seen. You cared. I'm not used to people caring about me." 
 
    She walked a few steps away and shook her head as though waging an internal war. "There's nothing special about me. You're the special one, Kadin. Take advantage of that." 
 
    "I am going to take advantage of it. I'm going to rescue you." 
 
    "This isn't some stupid tale," she said. "I'm not some damsel in distress. This is real life, and it's harsh. It's brutal. Rescuing someone like me makes no difference." She looked at him with tears in her eyes. "I'm not the person you think I am. Save your heroism for someone who deserves it." 
 
    She stomped off, back toward her cabin, leaving Kadin to stare after her and wonder what he'd done wrong. Why did she always have to act like she was such a terrible person? What had she done for which she couldn't forgive herself? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Betrayal 
 
    Rella walked out of the leader's office, Kae following a step behind. Soren was waiting outside the door with a smile that turned her insides to water. Had he heard who she was? 
 
    Kae gave him a sharp look. "What are you doing here, Soren?" 
 
    Soren shrugged, and it didn't look natural. "Just waiting for you." 
 
    And listening in on our conversation, Rella thought. If he knew her secret, he would surely tell someone. She didn't care if Kae and the others trusted him. 
 
    "I don't know what to do now," Rella said, trying to distract herself from her suspicions. The stone door was thick after all. Perhaps Soren hadn't heard through it. 
 
    "Take some time to rest," Kae said. "You don't have to figure everything out right now." 
 
    Rella did need to rest. She had never traveled so far on foot, and her entire body ached so much she had the feeling she could sleep for days and still feel tired. 
 
    Kae took a few moments to introduce Rella to other members of the Brotherhood, but all Rella could think about was Soren. She hoped she would remember these people's names later, but she doubted she would. Soon she found her way to a bed and closed her eyes. 
 
    But she struggled to fall asleep. She couldn't dispel her suspicions about Soren. That smile had been unnerving, as though he was warning her. Would he turn her in? 
 
    After a while, Rella fell asleep. She woke up the next day feeling better, but still exhausted. Out in the main stone chamber, she found Kae and Tharik sitting on cushioned stone chairs. Rella felt awkward as she approached them. 
 
    "Are you feeling more rested this morning?" Kae asked, showing genuine concern.  
 
    Rella felt the sudden urge to stay with these bandits. True, it would be a rough life, but what other options did she have? She had talents that could aid her in that occupation after all. 
 
    "Somewhat rested," she said. 
 
    "Something's bothering you," Tharik said. 
 
    Should Rella reveal her concerns? She took a few deep breaths. "How much do you really trust Soren? I'm worried that he might have heard about who and what I am. And you have to admit he shows some sympathy toward Firelord Atarin." 
 
    Kae ran a hand through her dark hair. "I can understand your suspicions, but Soren has never given us any reason not to trust him." She frowned. "I'll watch him, though." 
 
    That didn't reassure Rella, for it sounded like an empty promise. "If he were to turn me in," she said, "whom would he contact." 
 
    "The Fire Guard," Tharik said. "They're a lot like the Sun Guard where you come from. Because Firelord Atarin and Halarik's Chosen are in charge, they all owe their loyalty to him. You wouldn't want them to find out about you." 
 
    Rella had the feeling they would. "Have you seen Soren today?" 
 
    Kae glanced around the room. "Actually, I haven't. But you don't need to worry so much. It'll be all right." 
 
    How could Rella not worry? She had to trust her intuition, and it had told her all along that Soren didn't like her and supported Firelord Atarin. There was no doubt what he'd do. 
 
    "If he did tell them," Rella said, "what could I do to avoid them?" 
 
    "Nothing, I'm afraid," Tharik said. "They're all talented Fireweavers. They might not have your natural talent, but they've trained their abilities much more than you have." 
 
    "Could I hide?" Rella asked. 
 
    "I don't think you'd do so well," Tharik said. "You're in new surroundings. You don't know anyone who would protect you apart from us and the Brotherhood, and the Brotherhood knows not to oppose the Fire Guard." He scratched at his red hair. "None of this should matter, though. Soren isn't going to say anything, even if he did hear who you are." 
 
    "How can you be so certain?" Rella demanded, fighting down her anger. Yes, she was grateful for how they'd helped her, but how could they be so blind? 
 
    "We can't be certain about anything," Kae said, "but Soren has never been a problem for us. We don't care about his political affiliation, and he doesn't care about ours." 
 
    "Well, I think you're wrong about him," Rella said. 
 
    "We could be," Tharik said. "No one can be right all the time. Not even you, Kae." 
 
    "Perhaps," Kae said, but she didn't sound convinced. Rella wished she could find a way to change their minds before it was too late. Had Soren already told the Fire Guard? 
 
    Rella spent the rest of the day in a state of heightened anxiety. She looked through the records, confirming that her mother was indeed Firelord Atarin's sister. By now, she felt numb to that revelation. It didn't matter that she was related to Atarin, or at least she told herself that. 
 
    She felt like she should be doing something else, coming up with some plan to evade the Fire Guard if necessary. But Kae and Tharik were right. Where could Rella go? 
 
    While she was reading in the archives, Andra entered the room, glancing around as though afraid someone might be watching her. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Rella asked, wishing she could calm her churning stomach. 
 
    Andra glanced around again, shuffling her feet. "I shouldn't tell you this. Soren told me not to. But he informed the Fire Guard about who you are. I'm not sure what I believe politically, but I know you shouldn't be forced to go to Haladel if you don't want to." 
 
    "Thank you," Rella said, anxiety rushing through her like wildfire. She bolted to her feet, throwing aside an account of recent political movements in the Frozen Lands. There was so much information she didn't know, but now she wouldn't have time. Not yet at least. 
 
    "You need to hurry," Andra said, her face pale. 
 
    "Where can I go? I don't know anyone here. I feel so lost and overwhelmed." Rella hated to hear the panic and weakness in her voice. She'd never been that way before. 
 
    "I'm not sure what you can do, but you have to get out of here. I'm afraid it might be too late already." 
 
    "You tried," Rella said, putting a hand on Andra's shoulder. "I'll figure something out." 
 
    She rushed out of the archives and across the Brotherhood's central room, not stopping to say goodbye to Kae and Tharik. She didn't have time. 
 
    Before she could reach the exit, though, she came to a sudden stop. Between her and her destination stood five people in light chainmail and orange surcoats. The Fire Guard. Damn. She'd been too slow. Or had Andra waited to inform her until the Fire Guard showed up? Did Andra want to make Rella think she was on her side when in truth she wasn't? 
 
    Rella's heart pounded, and she backed away. Was there another exit? It didn't seem the Fire Guards had seen her yet. She rushed to where Kae and Tharik were sitting, trying not to break into a run and attract suspicion. 
 
    Rella glared at them. "Soren did inform the Fire Guard. Andra told me." 
 
    "We need to get you out of here," Kae said, eyes wide. 
 
    "It's too late for that." Rella pointed out the Fire Guards. "They're here." 
 
    She tried to restrain her rising panic, but she saw no way out of this situation. 
 
    "This building has only one entrance," Kae said. "Makes it easier to protect. And all the walls have been reinforced with Fireweaving so that you can't use a Yellow/Green weave to get out." She shook her head. "I'm sorry. We should have known." 
 
    Rella felt on the verge of tears. "You mean there's nothing we can do?" 
 
    "Maybe you can escape them later," Tharik said. But Rella could tell that he didn't believe that, and neither did she. She had to accept her fate. Perhaps training to be a Firelord wouldn't be so bad? Perhaps this Atarin wasn't as horrible as he sounded? 
 
    She settled down in a chair, waiting for the inevitable. Two of the Fire Guards remained by the entrance, while the other three stepped farther into the chamber. One of them knocked on the stone door to Aram's office, ducked inside, then reemerged with Aram at his side. 
 
    They walked to where Rella was sitting. She looked up, holding back tears. 
 
    "Your name is Rella?" said one of the Fire Guards, a woman. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Your mother Dalina was Firelord Atarin's sister?" 
 
    No point denying it. "Yes." 
 
    "Then you'll have to come with us," the woman said. "For the sake of all the Frozen Lands, all potential Firelords must come to Haladel for training." 
 
    "I won't resist," Rella said. It would serve no purpose. 
 
    "Good," the woman said. "Please come with us." 
 
    "May I gather the few belongings I have?" Rella asked. The female captain agreed, and Rella retrieved a few things under the supervision of another Fire Guard. She returned to the place where Kae and Tharik were sitting. 
 
    "I'm sorry to see you go," Kae said, "but you'll find a way to make this work." 
 
    "Maybe we'll even see each other again," Tharik said. 
 
    But Rella couldn't believe either of these to be true. She had the feeling she was about to enter into a part of her life more difficult than anything up to this point. 
 
    "Goodbye," Rella said. "I'll miss you after everything you did for me." 
 
    Kae looked like she was almost in tears. Had she come to care that much for Rella in such a short time? Or was she upset about Soren's betrayal? 
 
    "I'm sorry about Soren," Tharik said. "We should have seen it." 
 
    "It's all right," Rella said, but she wished for a moment that she could hurt them. How could they have been so foolish? Soren's treachery should have been obvious to anyone. 
 
    "Speaking of Soren," said a voice from off to her left. She turned to see Soren standing among the Fire Guards, smiling at her. How could he smile after what he'd done? 
 
    "Why did you do this to me?" she demanded. 
 
    "Because I believe in doing what's best for my people. Nothing personal. You're a potential Firelord. Firelord Atarin needs people like you." His smile grew wider. "Not to mention, there will be a nice reward for me when I bring him his niece." 
 
    "I hate you," Rella said. 
 
    "I'd expect nothing less." 
 
    "It's time to go," said the Fire Guard captain. 
 
    With a heavy heart, Rella began the march out of the Brotherhood's headquarters.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: The Missing Page 
 
    Deril still didn't know what to make of the lost scriptures. On some level, they fit better than the scriptures he'd always known, but he couldn't erase a lifetime of belief in a few days. He spent hours and hours in the archives, searching through the dusty volumes for anything that might help. 
 
    When he'd decided to become a spy, he hadn't expected this. Where was the excitement, the adventure? He loved learning, loved questioning things, but day after day in the archives quelled that enthusiasm. Tiran looked bored as well, absently flipping pages. 
 
    But what else could they do? They couldn't go spying on anyone in the Brotherhood without at least some information. There had to be something here that would help. 
 
    Deril looked up from his reading. "What if we're looking in all the wrong places?" 
 
    "How can we know?" Tiran said, letting his book close with a sigh. 
 
    "I feel like everything we're reading is just a different account of the same events. It's not telling us anything new. Perhaps we should look somewhere else." 
 
    "I agree," Tiran said. "But where?" 
 
    Deril got up and paced at the end of an aisle. The archives were silent around them. Occasionally, other people entered, but no one paid much attention to anyone else in here. Sondir had also made a few visits, checking on their progress and leaving disappointed. 
 
    But not as disappointed as Deril. Deril felt like he was useless. Again. 
 
    Footsteps sounded, and Deril glanced back to see that Sondir was paying them another visit. The man approached with a deep frown. 
 
    "Find anything?" he asked. He didn't sound hopeful. 
 
    Deril fought to keep the frustration out of his voice. "Is there anything you can tell us that might help? Any speculation about why they might have taken my father? I feel like there should be some connection between the mysterious Sunlord deaths and what's happening now." He was pacing again. "Why would they want to eliminate all the Sunlords?" 
 
    "Not necessarily all of them," Sondir said, leaning against a stone shelf. "There's no proof your father's dead. If they'd wanted your father dead, your brother could have killed him right there in the temple. Your father was right at the end of his daily sun ritual, too weak to fight back." 
 
    "I know," Deril said. "Why would they want only one Sunlord? For some reason, they had to kill all the other Sunlords and kidnap the one remaining. Why?" 
 
    Sondir scratched his chin in thought. "I think we need to put ourselves in the minds of Halarik's Chosen. What do they want more than anything?" 
 
    "To kill all Sunweavers and Suncasters," Deril said. 
 
    "I'm not so sure about that," Sondir said. "Yes, that is one of their goals, but is that their primary goal. Remember that they worship Halarik as your people worship Aralea. What's the greatest desire of anyone who worships Aralea?" 
 
    "To see the goddess," Tiran said. "To speak to her." 
 
    "Exactly," Sondir said, his expression brightening. "In the case of Aralea, we know that's not possible, but it is possible with Halarik. He's still alive." 
 
    Deril's stomach twisted. "To see him, they must free him. Do you think that all this could have something to do with freeing him?" 
 
    "You've read the scriptures now," Sondir said. "Halarik might be a god, but more importantly, he is a very powerful Firelord. Firelords and Sunlords are opposed by nature. Perhaps Sunlords must be eliminated in order for Halarik to return." 
 
    Deril thought that through. It did seem logical, but something was missing. "Then maybe we should find information on how Halarik might be freed. After all, there is no such thing as a perfect prison." He smiled at Sondir. "Thank you." 
 
    "It's only a hypothesis, and a rather weak one, I must say, but you never know. Perhaps it will lead you to something you need. You should find information on Halarik's prison a few shelves that way." Sondir pointed to Deril's left. 
 
    Deril located these shelves with newfound enthusiasm. Even here, though, most of the titles looked useless. He scanned the books until he found something on Halarik's prison. There were a few of these books, so he also gave one to Tiran. 
 
    The book smelled old and dusty, as though no one had opened it for ages. Could their answer lie in something no one had read for so long? Deril turned the pages with care, sometimes forgetting to breath. He prayed that this was the right path to follow. 
 
    Not that prayer would do him any good. Aralea wasn't listening. 
 
    Or was she? He still couldn't put all his faith in these lost scriptures. 
 
    The book began with a summary of the events leading up to Halarik's imprisonment, which Deril skimmed, making sure nothing was different. When he reached the section detailing Halarik's prison, he focused on every word, vowing he wouldn't miss anything. 
 
    Aralea's powerful weave, combined with her sacrifice, sent Halarik to another realm, a place of perpetual gloom and mist where Halarik could still draw on his powers without affecting this world. Yet more information Deril had never heard before. Were these all lies, or had the Church been hiding the truth for six hundred years? 
 
    In truth, he'd wondered about a lot of the vagueness in the original scriptures. He'd attributed it to the failings of human memory, but perhaps there was more to it. 
 
    He read the next few passages, noting every detail. To his disappointment, this section concerned speculation. Not what he needed. 
 
    Still, maybe there was something to it. The author of this book did take guesses on what might lead to freeing Halarik. If a powerful weave could imprison him, then another powerful weave could free him. But how could anyone perform this weave? 
 
    Deril put the book aside and turned to Tiran. "Found anything?" 
 
    "It's all rather vague. Interesting, but vague." 
 
    "Perhaps we're chasing the wrong idea." 
 
    Tiran looked up. "We can't give up so quickly. We have no other leads." 
 
    Deril sighed, but he knew Tiran was right. With so many books, they were sure to find something. Deril scanned a few more titles and picked one that looked promising. 
 
    Once again, he found a vague account and a lot of speculation. Some of the arguments were the exact same ones he'd already seen. Frustrated, he returned the book to the shelf. 
 
    Over the next few days, he grew more and more irritated. Every day he spent here was a day his father could come closer to death, a day when the world might find out that the Sunlord was missing. Deril had kept up with the news, and the Sun Guard had done a good job keeping it quiet. But for how long? 
 
    Deril wished again that he could feel the sun like his father. Was it weakening? Was the Sunlord still doing his job? 
 
    As Deril continued his search, he found a book that looked older and more tattered than any other. He turned the pages with great care, scanning the words and praying. 
 
    This book was written by a Firelord from the time of Halarik's imprisonment. In fact, parts of it spoke of the time before Aralea won the war. This author had suspected what Aralea intended to do, so he had researched what might counteract such a powerful weave. 
 
    Deril's chest tightened with anticipation, and he hunched over the book like he'd done as a child in the temple library. Again, this was speculation, but it seemed more informed. Deril turned a page, ready to see what the author had to say, and his stomach lurched.  
 
    A page had been torn out of the book. 
 
    The exact page he needed. 
 
    "Damn," he said, feeling like throwing the book. Only his respect for the ancient pages kept him from doing so. He turned to Tiran. "I found what we needed, but a page is missing." 
 
    "Like somebody tore it out?" Tiran said. 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "So we have to figure out who else accessed these archives. Perhaps we could find them and take the page from them." Tiran shook his head. "Unless they're in the Frozen Lands by now." 
 
    Deril gazed at the floor, restraining his urge to kick something. "I have the feeling they are." 
 
    "We should speak to Sondir." 
 
    "I know," Deril said, tucking the book under his arm. He and Tiran made their way out of the archives and across the central chamber. A few people greeted them as they passed. They hadn't spent all their time in the library, so they knew a few Brotherhood members. 
 
    Deril knocked on the door to Sondir's office. 
 
    "Come in." 
 
    Deril walked to the stone desk and laid the ancient book atop it. 
 
    "What is this?" Sondir asked, examining the book as Deril and Tiran took seats. 
 
    "I think this is what we've been searching for," Deril said, "but it's missing the exact page containing what we need." He leaned forward, staring at Sondir. "Who else might have seen this book? Can you recall anyone showing an interest in this stuff?" 
 
    Sondir scratched his beardless chin. "Now that you mention it, I did see your brother in the same section of the archives recently. I didn't ask him what he was doing." 
 
    "Of course," Deril said, realization settling over him like a heavy weight. "I bet he found this, whatever it is he's been looking for, and kidnapped my father because of it. I'm glad we found something out, but I feel like we're still wandering in the dark." 
 
    Sondir looked across the desk in deep thought, as though he hadn't heard what Deril said. "I was wondering something. Have you attempted to contact your father since his kidnapping?" 
 
    "I did," Deril said, "but they must have him shielded. My weave couldn't get through." 
 
    "I figured that was the case," Sondir said, looking away in thought. 
 
    Deril fought against the hopelessness threatening to overwhelm him. "What can we do now? Our best lead has dried up. Should we go after my father now and hope we can figure out the reasons for his kidnapping in the process." Tears came to his eyes. "I have to do something." 
 
    "You can't act without thinking," Sondir said. "You can't act without help. Perhaps you'll need to go there without the knowledge you seek, but I can't let you go alone. You'll never make it past the Fire Guard without Fireweavers on your side." He fell silent for a moment. "You're going to have to gain our trust." 
 
    "And how're we going to do that?" Tiran asked, leaning forward in his stone chair. 
 
    "I doubt you'll like it. Among Fireweavers, trust does not come easily. The people of the Brotherhood have accepted your presence here, but they still watch you with suspicion. You're going to have to do some things that go against your beliefs if you want to gain their trust." 
 
    "What kind of things?" Deril asked, stomach churning. 
 
    "Missions. The Brotherhood isn't only a haven for Fireweavers. It's an organization dedicated to those your Church is persecuting, those about to face execution for an accident of birth. If you want to earn our help, you'll have to break the laws of your nation." 
 
    Tiran gave Sondir a stern look. "You're talking about freeing prisoners. I can accept that Fireweavers aren't evil, but what you're asking violates the oaths I took as a Sun Guard. It's treason. If we're caught, we'll be hanged. Even Deril." 
 
    "It's a risk we'll have to take," Deril said, amazed at the words coming out of his mouth. He remembered Captain Hanir's warning. "I know it's dangerous, Tiran, but this is about the fate of the world." 
 
    Tiran hesitated a few long moments. "Well, when you say it like that, I have to agree." 
 
    "There are some things we will not do, however," Deril said. "We will not kill anyone in carrying out our duties. We will do our best to avoid harming anyone." 
 
    "Are you sure that's wise?" Sondir asked. "As you've said, the fate of the world itself may be at stake. What are a few deaths compared to extinction?" 
 
    "I'm not going to kill good people," Deril said. 
 
    "And in doing so, you might kill everyone." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Atarin 
 
    Rella marched south from Rindel, shielded by the Fire Guards so that she couldn't perform any weaves. In all, they formed a group of six: the four Fire Guards, her, and Soren. She tried to avoid looking at Soren. Even though she couldn't use her Fireweaving, she could still hit him. 
 
    The Fire Guards kept watch over her. They didn't quite treat her like a prisoner—she was allowed to walk freely—but there was no doubt she was a prisoner. 
 
    Once they left the city, the cold returned, though the shield around her relieved it to some degree. Soren was casting Red to create heat around the group. For that, she felt grateful. 
 
    They followed roads through the snowy landscape, across steep hills, and into wide valleys. The snow came on and off, in bursts from light to blinding. Soon she couldn't stop shivering, and she had no idea how the Fire Guards and Soren were faring so well. 
 
    Would she ever get used to the Frozen Lands? 
 
    That night, they stopped to rest in a valley, where they started a fire and roasted some snow rabbits they'd caught. Rella huddled as close to the fire as she dared, still shivering. 
 
    The captain sat across from Rella. "You look cold," the woman said. "In time, you'll get used to the Frozen Lands. You'll also be happy to know that Firelord Atarin keeps his palace warm." 
 
    Rella's teeth chattered. "That-that's good to know." 
 
    "Why are you so unhappy?" the captain asked. "This is a great opportunity for you. Even if you aren't a Firelord, you'll live in luxury the rest of your life." 
 
    I don't want to live in luxury, Rella thought bitterly. Out loud, she said, "I'm not sure I can support Firelord Atarin. I grew up in Tarileth. There are a lot of good people there, Sunweavers included. Does Firelord Atarin truly mean to kill them?" 
 
    "Sometimes sacrifices must be made," the captain said. "I do believe, however, that he will spare anyone who surrenders to him and embraces Halarik." 
 
    Rella fought back a bitter laugh. "Well, I can't see that happening. People in Tarileth believe too strongly in Aralea. They won't accept the god they've always seen as evil." 
 
    "Do you believe Halarik is evil?" the captain asked. 
 
    "That's what I grew up believing, but I have questioned it. I'm surely not evil, and my powers come from Halarik. Maybe things happened differently back then." 
 
    "There are a lot of holes in your scriptures," the captain said. "For one thing, the goddess you worship is dead. She died when she imprisoned Halarik." 
 
    "Do you have any proof for that?" 
 
    "The original scriptures. Not those altered ones your Church teaches." 
 
    Rella should have felt violent opposition to that statement, but she didn't. She'd become numb to all the new revelations in her life. Perhaps the society she grew up in was wrong about everything. After all, they were wrong about her, about Fireweavers in general. 
 
    "Tell me why you worship Halarik," she said. 
 
    "Why shouldn't we worship the god who gave us our powers?" 
 
    "But he also made the world a brutal place to live," Rella said. "Even your people have suffered because of what he did. If he hadn't weakened the sun, we wouldn't have all the war and hatred we do. You can't say Halarik had nothing to do with that. Why do you want him back?" 
 
    "With his powers, we could finally have a world where everyone, Sunweaver and Fireweaver, can coexist. Yes, there may be a lot of death along the way, but that's not what Firelord Atarin wants. That's not what Halarik wants." 
 
    Rella struggled to take this all in. At the same time, though, she wanted to know everything, wanted to figure out what she believed. "How can you know what Halarik wants?" 
 
    "The scriptures again. Your version of history leaves out many of Halarik's motivations. Yes, he was jealous, but he had good reason. His own people were betraying him, taking Aralea's side. Maybe he shouldn't have done what he did, but you have to understand his motivations. He had to prove he was the greater god." 
 
    "Why did they hate each other so much?" Rella asked, amazed that she was having such a calm discussion. She'd always believed that Halarik was evil, and while she hadn't changed her views, she was at least curious. What harm could come from a little information? 
 
    "Because of the war in the God Realm. Some of our most ancient accounts speak of a major rebellion there, involving countless gods. Over time, we believe, there was a great deal of reconciliation, but old grudges don't die so easily." 
 
    "Do you know why they rebelled?" Rella asked. "And who they were rebelling against?" 
 
    The captain brushed at her blond hair. "That we do not know. Matters of the gods are beyond our understanding." 
 
    Rella remained close to the fire, relishing in its warmth and trying to understand everything the captain had told her. "This story sounds rather vague. How do you know Halarik isn't evil?" 
 
    "It is a vague tale, I suppose," the captain said with a deep sigh. "But we know that beings greater than us exist. We know that Halarik is still alive, that he stands the greatest chance at directly influencing our world. I don't believe he's the evil being your Church makes him out to be." 
 
    "But it could all be a trick," Rella said. "Maybe Halarik only wants you to think he isn't evil. After all, he did try to destroy the sun, and that has caused a great deal of suffering." 
 
    "That is also true," the captain said. "But you can't claim that suffering has happened only at the hands of Halarik. Your own Aralea began the persecution of Fireweavers. Your Church has continued that persecution. What makes Sunweavers any better?" 
 
    Rella had no argument for that, but something about all these new revelations bothered her. Was it a lifetime of indoctrination, or was there some reason she shouldn't switch her loyalties and beliefs? She'd never lived with so many questions, so much uncertainty. 
 
    Already, her old life felt like a distant memory. 
 
    Rella could tell that the woman didn't feel like saying any more on the subject. The other guards hadn't talked to her much. They were busy watching over the campsite or speaking with Soren. 
 
    The small party continued to the south, stopping occasionally in towns and cities—most of which looked like Rindel, with stone buildings and countless Sunlamps. Gradually, the Fire Guards allowed Rella more freedom, for she showed no intention of running away. They also stopped shielding her. She felt like running away, but they weren't giving her that much freedom. 
 
    Still, she looked for every opportunity to escape. She couldn't imagine living under Firelord Atarin's watch. No matter what anyone said, everything about him felt wrong. 
 
    It didn't matter that Fireweavers had been persecuted for centuries. Not everyone was involved in that persecution. There were many good people who would die if Firelord Atarin went through with his plans. Could she live with herself if she became a part of that? 
 
    However, she also resented Sunweavers. She could see why Fireweavers felt justified in plotting revenge. After all, she wanted revenge for her treatment, her exile, her mother's execution. What kind of cruel world could do that to good people? 
 
    Late one night, when Rella was about to drift off to sleep, she noticed a buzzing in her head. Someone was contacting her through Blue/Purple Sunweaving or Fireweaving. She wove the colors herself. 
 
    Who is it? she sent. 
 
    It's Kae. How are you faring, Rella? 
 
    Better than I expected. They're treating me well, and I'm not so sure how much I oppose Firelord Atarin. They make a lot of good arguments. Maybe Atarin has the right ideas. 
 
    Don't accept everything you hear, Kae sent. They are indoctrinating you. It's the same thing they try to do to everyone. They quote all these scriptures, but they fail to produce any evidence that these things are true. They want to free Halarik, but they have no idea what might happen if they do. They're playing a dangerous game. Don't listen to them. 
 
    How can you be sure? Rella sent. The more I hear, the more it becomes apparent to me that no one really knows the truth of what happened between Aralea and Halarik. 
 
    Remember this, Kae sent. Halarik is the one who tried to destroy our sun simply because he wanted to prove a point. Can a being who did that mean the best for our world? Follow your intuitions, Rella. You know that what Halarik did was wrong. You know it's wrong to kill innocent people, people who've believed Fireweavers evil simply because they've never known better. I've been thinking a lot about some of the things you said. 
 
    So have I, Rella sent. I've had little else to do with my time. What do you think I should do? Should I try to run away? Where would I go if I did? I think you might be right about Atarin, and that scares me. I don't want to see him, don't want to live at his palace. 
 
    I'm sorry, Kae sent, but I don't see any other choice for you. The Fire Guards might have relaxed a little, but they'll be expecting you to try to escape. They're not stupid. I would suggest playing along, making it look like you support Firelord Atarin. Maybe you can find out what exactly he's planning. I know he's planning something for the near future. 
 
    What do you think he might be planning? Rella sent. 
 
    Well, it's always been a dream of his to return Halarik to this world. That's why he gets so much support. People are hungry to see their god returned. If you can gain his trust, you might figure out how he intends to do this. Atarin is a smart and powerful man, possibly the strongest Firelord since Halarik himself. If anyone can find a way to free Halarik, it's him. 
 
    Rella could feel her Purple and Blue reserves dwindling. I'm going to have to go now. I'm out of energy. 
 
    I'll keep trying to contact you. Stay strong. 
 
    But strong was the last thing Rella felt at the moment. She tossed and turned all night, her mind racing with opposing arguments. Kae had proven worthy of her trust. These Fire Guards had not. With all the conflicting ideas about religion floating around, she had to put her faith in the people she trusted most. 
 
      
 
    The party continued southward, braving ever fiercer weather. Haladel was located far from Tarileth as a means of protection.  
 
    It wasn't that long a journey, though, as Rella discovered all too soon. 
 
    When they arrived in Haladel, they stood before a wall at least fifty feet high. Rella felt suffocated. The Fire Guards at the gate permitted them entrance.  
 
    Inside the walls, the air became warm, heated by the city's many Sunlamps. In general, the city looked like any other city she'd ever seen. Rough stone streets and weathered stone buildings. People going about their business. Horse-drawn wagons rattling along the streets. She felt a powerful longing to return home. 
 
    Atarin's palace stood at the south side of Haladel. It was a massive building, more like a fortress than a castle. Imposing. The kind of place she couldn't escape. The Fire Guard captain used Blue and Purple to announce their arrival ahead of time, so when they arrived at the palace, more members of the Fire Guard were waiting there. Standing with them was a man in rich furs. 
 
    She didn't need an introduction. He had her mother's red hair and facial structure. 
 
    "You must be Rella," he said, smiling as he stepped forward. "I hope your journey here hasn't been too uncomfortable." He came close and clasped her hands in his, a gesture of greeting. "Well, it's not every day you get to meet your niece." 
 
    Rella felt stiff and awkward, but she remembered what Kae had told her. She had to gain Atarin's trust and find out what he was planning. Her first impression of the man was inconclusive. He didn't seem like a monster, but perhaps she hadn't seen his true nature yet. 
 
    "Thank you for welcoming me," she said, inclining her head in greeting. "The journey was cold. I have not yet grown accustomed to the bitter chill here in the Frozen Lands." 
 
    Atarin smiled. "Few can stand the cold. That's why Halarik made our powers so great. Even in the dead of night, we can create the heat we need to stay alive." 
 
    "Yes, I am very grateful for Halarik," Rella said, praying that she wasn't too obvious in her deception. "In recent days, I have come to a much greater appreciation of him." 
 
    "Of course. We are Halarik's Chosen. Come with me." 
 
    Rella followed, her chest tight. How long until he saw through her act? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: New Powers 
 
    Kadin began training his Sunweaving the next day. After dinner, he and Marell walked to a secluded part of the giant plantation. 
 
    "We're going to start with Suncasting," Marell said. "Since you're a Sunlord, you should be able to cast and weave every type of light. But casting is easier." 
 
    "I'm ready." 
 
    "We'll start with Red. Red light generates heat. Red Suncasters team with Yellow Suncasters to produce Sunlamps." 
 
    "So how do I do it?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "Start by thinking about the color red. Try to divide that from everything else that makes up light. If you're successful, you should generate a weak heat field around yourself." 
 
    Kadin closed his eyes, thinking about the color red. It felt foolish, but he had to trust Marell's judgment. Kadin was a Sunweaver now, as strange as that sounded. 
 
    "Stop it!" Marell said. 
 
    Kadin opened his eyes to see that a small fire had appeared between him and Marell. Marell kicked dirt over it, and it went out. 
 
    Kadin backed away, tripping over his own feet in his nervousness. "What did I do wrong?" 
 
    "I think you accidentally wove Red and Orange. It looks like you have to focus on this. Concentrate. Separate Red from Orange. We don't want to go burning the crops." 
 
    Kadin could hear the impatience in Marell's tone. The man had agreed to help Kadin, but he clearly wasn't happy about it.  
 
    "I'll get it this time," Kadin said. "I'll focus." 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    Kadin kept his eyes open this time, focusing on the color red. The air grew a little warmer, and there was no fire. He grinned. "This is amazing!" 
 
    "Good," Marell said, his tone lighter. "I can feel the heat. Try to make it stronger." 
 
    Kadin thought about drawing more of the red he'd stored in his body. This activity felt at once familiar and foreign. The air warmed around him, making the cold evening comfortable. He smiled, enjoying the heat. 
 
    Marell's gaze was hard. "Let it go. Don't use too much of your power if you don't need to." 
 
    "Sorry," Kadin mumbled. 
 
    "Don't apologize. Just do as I say." 
 
    "I thought I was your superior now," Kadin said. 
 
    "Not officially. I'll still whip you if I think you deserve it." 
 
    "All right." Kadin suppressed a stab of anger. "What now?"  
 
    Marell chewed on his lower lip. "We're going to do Orange." 
 
    "Why do you look so nervous about it?" 
 
    "Stop asking so many questions," Marell said. "But if you must know, it's because of the nature of Orange Suncasting." He stroked his dark beard. "Orange generates pain. It's the type of Suncasting I possess, and a skill people look for in overseers." 
 
    "So you can torture the slaves," Kadin said. 
 
    "Exactly. I prefer not to use it myself. It's much more painful than a whipping. I've done it from time to time, but only when there was no other choice." 
 
    "Then how are we going to test this out?" Kadin asked, swaying on his feet. 
 
    "You're going to use it on me." Marell held up a hand, for Kadin had opened his mouth to object. "Don't worry. You shouldn't end up hurting me too much. Or at least I hope so." He shook his head, as if uncomfortable. "But first I have to use it on you." 
 
    Kadin backed away, heart pounding. "W-why?" 
 
    "It's part of being an Orange Suncaster. Anyone who can cast Orange should know what it feels like. Not everyone does, though, and that can lead to abuse. I don't want you taking your powers lightly. I won't hurt you too much." He frowned. "You ready?" 
 
    "Not really." 
 
    A moment later, a blast of pain hit Kadin, sending him to the ground. The pain felt like nothing he'd ever experienced before. Hot. Sharp. Like his entire body was about to be ripped apart. He gritted his teeth against it, tears streaming down his face. Then, at last, it relented. 
 
    Kadin lay on the ground, drenched in sweat, his body convulsing. "You said you wouldn't hurt me too much! That was the worst pain of my life." 
 
    "Relax, Kadin. It'll fade in a few moments." Marell chuckled. "And I was going easy on you. If I'd wanted to hurt you, it would have felt a lot worse than that. Why do you think I don't like using Orange?" 
 
    To Kadin's surprise, the pain did fade. He got back to his feet, wavering a little before his balance returned. "Am I going to use it on you now? I'm not sure I want to." 
 
    "That's a good thing," Marell said. "You shouldn't want to use Orange. I find that I immediately dislike anyone who enjoys inflicting pain like that." 
 
    "Yet you're the same person who constantly threatens to whip us?" 
 
    "And how often do I actually do it?" Marell said. "I find the threat of pain can be as effective as the pain itself, sometimes more effective. I take no joy in it, unlike some of the other overseers." He set his gaze on Kadin. "I'm ready. Focus on Orange and direct it at me. Please try not to mix it with Red. I don't particularly want you to set me on fire." 
 
    Marell smiled, but only for a moment. 
 
    Kadin focused on Orange, his stomach churning. Marell had been kind to Kadin in his own harsh way. He didn't deserve to feel pain like this. Moments later, Marell hit the ground, grunting and writhing in pain. Kadin jumped back in shock and let the casting die. This power looked even worse from the other side. 
 
    Kadin stepped hesitantly toward Marell. "Are you all right?" 
 
    Marell sat up with a groan. "Next time, rein it in a bit." 
 
    "I-I wasn't trying to hurt you." 
 
    "I know," Marell said, getting to his feet. "You are very powerful, Kadin. You're going to have to learn how to control your powers. Most people have the opposite problem. They never develop the strength you already seem to have." 
 
    Kadin looked down at the ground. "I don't understand how I can be so powerful when I never knew I had these abilities." 
 
    "You never believed you could do anything, so you only did it by accident. That's how most Sunweaver and Suncaster children first show their powers." He put a hand under Kadin's chin and pulled his gaze up. "And don't look down when you're speaking to people. Eventually, you're going to have to embrace your role as a Sunweaver and Sunlord. Sunweavers and Sunlords always look people in the eye. It's a display of confidence." 
 
    "Well, I don't feel very confident," Kadin said. He looked down at the ground, then stopped himself. 
 
    Marell narrowed his eyes. "But you can learn to act the part." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    "What did I say about apologizing? A confident person doesn't feel the need to apologize for everything. You only apologize when an apology is truly necessary." 
 
    "And how do you know when it's necessary?" Kadin asked, feeling like he was going to fail in his new life. How could he think he was capable of doing something as important as rescuing Faina? He'd never done anything worthwhile. 
 
    "You don't apologize over every little thing you do wrong," Marell said. "You apologize over the big things." 
 
    "Back home, I had to apologize for everything, even things I didn't do." 
 
    "Well, you're not there anymore. You don't have to deal with your father now." 
 
    Oh, but I'd like to, Kadin thought, realizing what he could do to his father with Orange Suncasting. His father did deserve it after all. Yes, Kadin would repay his father for all those years of abuse. All he had to do first was free Faina. 
 
    "Let's get back to the training," Marell said. "How's your energy level?" 
 
    Kadin tried to figure it out, but this all felt unfamiliar. "I-I don't know." 
 
    "I guess you'll find out eventually," Marell said. "And don't stutter when you speak." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    Marell gave Kadin a sharp look, and Kadin nodded in understanding. How could Marell expect him to erase a lifetime of nervous habits in so little time? Did Kadin need to do all these things to be a proper Sunweaver or Sunlord? 
 
    "Now we're going to try Yellow," Marell said. "Come with me." He led Kadin to an area that the Sunlamps didn't illuminate at all. "Yellow creates light. Focus on the color and on that idea." 
 
    Kadin did so, and feeble light flickered at his fingertips. 
 
    "Good," Marell said. "Try to make it brighter." 
 
    Kadin focused, and the light did grow brighter. He couldn't help but smile. Did Suncasting come this easily to everyone, or was he as powerful as Marell claimed? 
 
    "Let's see if you can do Green," Marell said. "From everything I've heard, even strong Green Suncasters struggle with this ability at times." He stepped toward Kadin. "What you want to do is negate heat. It's not the most useful ability, but it's worth learning." 
 
    "Why?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "You never know when you might need to negate a little heat—or perhaps a lot of heat." Marell frowned. "You might be able to do this naturally, since you've done it before." 
 
    "The Sunlamps." 
 
    Marell nodded and led Kadin to the nearest Sunlamp. "I want you to use Green. Don't make the Sunlamp go out. Just weaken its heat a little bit." 
 
    Kadin glanced at the Sunlamp, which reminded him of his father's cruelty. He ignored those thoughts and did as Marell as had instructed. 
 
    The air grew cooler. 
 
    "Now return the heat," Marell said. 
 
    "That's Red, right?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Kadin thought about casting Red, and the heat did return. No fire this time. He couldn't keep from smiling. It wouldn't be long before he could free Faina. He hoped Andric wouldn't harm her before then.  
 
    And what if she didn't agree to come with him? 
 
    "All right," Marell said. "One more color and then we're done for the day." 
 
    "But I thought there were two more colors. What about Blue?" 
 
    "Blue is healing, and it requires the person being healed to be mostly submerged in a body of water like a tub, lake, or river. We don't have anything like that out here." 
 
    "Then how will I know if I can do it?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "Considering the ease with which you've done everything else, I doubt you'll have any trouble with Blue Suncasting." 
 
    "Why can't we move on to Sunweaving tonight?" 
 
    Marell gave him another sharp look. "There's only so long we can do this without drawing suspicion. You're the one who wants to stay here and save Faina. A day or two longer won't make much difference." 
 
    "How do you know that?" Kadin asked. "What if Andric kills her?" 
 
    "The chances of that happening are very low," Marell said. "Now let's get back to your training." He gestured at the Sunlamp. "This time, you're going to negate its light." 
 
    Kadin took a deep breath and focused on this casting. Since he'd done it before, he figured he'd do it no problem, but when he looked up, the light remained. 
 
    "Try again," Marell said. 
 
    Kadin did, and the light continued glowing. It wasn't until the sixth try that he got the ability to work. Now he clenched his fists in frustration. 
 
    "That's still very good," Marell said. "You'll improve with practice." He looked up at the sky, where the dim sun sat low upon the horizon. "And now you need to get back to your cabin. We don't want anyone getting too suspicious." 
 
    Kadin wished he could continue training. He might not have figured out how much energy he possessed, but he thought he had a lot to spare. At the same time, though, he understood Marell's point, so he returned to the cabin. 
 
    When he entered, Aren and Walin were waiting for him at their usual table. There was little to do after dinner but sit around and talk, or venture out onto the plantation like Kadin. From what Kadin had gathered, he and Faina were strange in doing that. Most slaves saw enough of the endless crop rows while they were working. 
 
    "What did Marell want?" Aren asked. 
 
    "It-it was nothing," Kadin said, stomach churning. "He just—well, he just wanted to ask something about today's work." 
 
    Walin narrowed his eyes. "Did he ask the same thing about yesterday's work?" 
 
    "Yeah, that must've been it," Kadin said, avoiding his new friends' gazes. Already, he was failing in one of the lessons Marell was trying to instill in him. How could people feel confident enough to look others in the eye? Did being a Sunweaver make a difference? 
 
    "You're hiding something," Walin said. "I grew up on the streets. You can't last long if you can't tell when people are lying to you." He did look Kadin in the eye. "Whatever it is, you can tell us. We're your friends, aren't we?" 
 
    Kadin squirmed in his stone chair. "Well, yes, you are, but this is something I need to keep secret. I'm sorry. If the time comes that I can safely tell you, I will." 
 
    "Why so mysterious?" Aren said. "I mean, there are only so many things you can do here on the plantation." 
 
    "Is it something about Faina?" Walin asked, looking on with concern. 
 
    How much of the truth could Kadin reveal? He debated a few moments, then said, "Yes, at least part of it has to do with Faina." He lowered his voice. "I want to get her out of here." 
 
    By now, he had told Aren and Walin of her situation. She had given her permission. 
 
    Walin spoke in a hushed voice. "Really? You think it's possible?" 
 
    "I think there might be a way," Kadin said, "but that's all I can tell you." 
 
    "Well, if you can do it," Walin said, "I'll do anything I can to help. She doesn't deserve what Andric's doing to her. I'm glad Marell decided to help." He grinned. "So are you two using the evenings to plan?" 
 
    "Yes," Kadin said, forcing himself to look Walin in the eye. Could Walin tell that he was lying? After all, he felt his lies were obvious. 
 
    But neither of his friends questioned him on anything. He felt sorry that he'd be deserting them soon, but he had to remind himself that he was no longer like them, however much he still felt the pains of a Lightless life. Strangely, he didn't want to leave the plantation. He enjoyed the work for the most part, and the treatment was better than back home. 
 
    Again, he thought of his father. The man would pay for his crimes. 
 
    Then he thought of Faina. Should he talk to her and try to convince her to accept his help? Of course, he planned on helping her whether she liked it or not. He didn't care what she said about herself. She'd shown sympathy for him, and that meant a lot. 
 
      
 
    The next day, Kadin resumed his training with Marell. After dinner, they walked to the same secluded section of the plantation. Aren and Walin had given Kadin strange looks, and he'd wondered if they could see through his deception. 
 
    "We're going to start with Red and Orange," Marell said. "I know you did it yesterday on accident, but I want to see that you can do it deliberately." He directed Kadin to a spot near the giant stone fence, where there was nothing but rock. "Start the fire here. It shouldn't burn anything." 
 
    Kadin nodded weakly. What if his powers had vanished on him? He'd been too afraid to practice them at all. And how would he practice once he learned the basics from Marell? Could he find isolated spots without drawing suspicion? 
 
    "Stop worrying," Marell said. "I can see it on your face. You need to learn to disguise your emotions." 
 
    "Well, it would help if you told me how to do all these things instead of just telling me to do them. I'm sorry I'm so stupid." 
 
    Marell glared at him. "What's the point if you don't even try to change?" 
 
    "I am trying! It's not as easy as you think." 
 
    "All right. Maybe it isn't. Let's get back to your training." Marell backed off a few steps. "Sunweaving is not like Suncasting. I can explain to you how to cast a color, but when it comes to weaving, I'm in unfamiliar territory. I might not be able to teach you." 
 
    "And what if you can't?" 
 
    "We'll worry about that if we have to," Marell said. "Now I want you to think about Red and Orange. Think about taking those colors and weaving them together, like a basket. You won't see this obviously because it all happens within you, but this approach should work." 
 
    Kadin did as Marell had instructed, but he felt foolish. Nothing happened. 
 
    "Now think about what you want to do," Marell said. "Produce fire." 
 
    Kadin did so, but there was no change. He stared at the spot ahead of him, shaking his head in disappointment. "Maybe I can't do it. Maybe I'm not really a Sunweaver." 
 
    Marell gave him a hard look. "Anyone who can cast multiple types of light is a Sunweaver, and anyone who can feel the sun like you say is a very powerful Sunweaver. You managed to do this weave before. Try to capture something about how that felt." 
 
    Kadin thought back to that moment and tried again, thinking more about producing heat alone than producing fire. Soon the air around him warmed, but no fire appeared. 
 
    Marell sighed. "I'm not sure how else to make this work. This is where having an actual Sunweaver to train you would help. Are you sure you want to move on with this insane plan of yours? It isn't worth the risk. Sunweaver or not, what you intend to do is a serious crime." 
 
    "I don't care," Kadin said. "I'm doing it, and I am going to learn how to do Sunweaving, even if it takes me years. Life around here isn't so bad—for me at least." 
 
    "Let's try another weave, then. Perhaps Red and Yellow. It produces something like a cloud or field of lightning. Useful in battle." 
 
    Kadin thought about weaving those two colors, about creating this cloud Marell had described. After a few tense moments, a prickly sensation crept through his body, and a small spark leapt from his fingers. 
 
    "I-I think I did something," he said. He tried to do it again, but nothing happened. 
 
    Marell stroked his dark beard, as he often did. "I think your powers are erratic at this time. Most Sunweaver children learn a whole lot more about the theory and start trying to produce weaves from a young age. I'm afraid you're rather far behind." 
 
    "Do you know how I can get over this problem?" 
 
    "We'll have to keep trying," Marell said. He paced for a while, then turned to Kadin. "We can't do Red and Blue right now. We don't have any water with us. But we can do Orange and Yellow." 
 
    'What does that do?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "An Orange/Yellow weave detects the heat field around another person. This heat field is generated by our powers. A Suncaster produces a weak heat field. Sunweavers produce stronger ones. Firecasters and Fireweavers have dramatically stronger fields." 
 
    "So anyone with Suncasting always produces one of these fields?" Kadin said. 
 
    Marell scratched his head. "Not exactly. It only shows up when people are using their powers. That's why many Fireweavers live among us unnoticed." He paused. "Now let's give it a try. Think about weaving those colors and seeing my heat field. I'll be casting some Orange. Don't worry. I won't cast it at you." 
 
    Kadin had wondered for a moment. As much as Marell had helped him, he couldn't bring himself to place complete trust in the man. How could Kadin trust anyone after growing up the way he did? 
 
    Marell nodded to Kadin, then turned. Orange Suncasting was invisible, so Kadin had no idea if Marell was doing it. All Kadin could do was focus on the Orange/Yellow Sunweaving. It still felt foolish, but he thought about weaving those colors together within him. 
 
    To his surprise, a field of orange appeared around Marell. 
 
    "I think I did it!" Kadin said, jumping with excitement. 
 
    "Now that's strange," Marell said with a smile. "Your abilities are completely unpredictable. I think you'll be very strong one day, but not yet." 
 
    The orange field around Marell faded to a dull glow. 
 
    "Are you still Suncasting?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "No. Why?" 
 
    "I can see a glow around you. It's not as bright as before, but it's there." 
 
    Marell scratched at his beard once again. "Very interesting. I've heard of things like this. Some especially talented Orange/Yellow Sunweavers can detect a person's heat field even when that person isn't casting or weaving." 
 
    "If people can do that," Kadin said, "then why don't they catch all the Fireweavers?" 
 
    "We do have laws, Kadin. People can't simply go around reading other people's fields and turning them in as Fireweavers. The Fireweaver must actually use their Fireweaving. That's what earns them the death sentence." 
 
    In truth, Kadin didn't know what to think about Fireweavers. Yes, they were supposed to be evil, but he'd never encountered any, and he liked to form his own opinion on things. 
 
    "What's the next weave?" he asked. 
 
    "Let's do Yellow and Blue," Marell said. "That's how you create a shield." 
 
    "How will I test if it works?" 
 
    Marell chewed on his lower lip. "I'll cast Orange again. Don't worry. I'll try to keep it very weak. The last time I used it, I wanted to show you how much a fairly strong Orange casting could hurt. Now that you know, I can take it easy on you." 
 
    "All right," Kadin said, swaying on his feet. 
 
    "Think about weaving Yellow and Blue, about creating a shield." 
 
    Kadin focused on that, but he had no idea if it was working. 
 
    "Are you ready?" Marell asked. 
 
    "I guess so." 
 
    "Yes or no," Marell said. "Not I guess so." 
 
    Kadin felt an upwelling of frustration, but he ignored it, focusing on the task. "All right. I'll try to remember that." He paused a moment, noting Marell's frown. "Yes, I'm ready." 
 
    A moment later, the pain hit Kadin. It burned, but not as much as before. Was that because of his shield or because Marell was performing a less powerful casting? Kadin only staggered a little as waves of pain washed over him. 
 
    "I think your shield is working," Marell said. "At least a little bit." 
 
    "Yeah, that didn't hurt too much." 
 
    "Let's try again. Focus on making your shield stronger. I'm going to put a little more power into my casting." 
 
    Kadin's stomach churned. "All right. I'll try." 
 
    He thought about weaving Yellow and Blue, about making the weave as strong as he could, ignoring how strange and useless such thoughts felt. When Marell's Orange casting hit him, the pain was stronger, so strong Kadin fell, twitching and moaning. 
 
    Marell relented and walked over to Kadin. "I'm sorry. Are you all right?" 
 
    Kadin groaned as he sat up. "I guess my weave wasn't strong enough." 
 
    "You can do it, Kadin, but you need more training, more consistency. Let's move on to the next weave." Marell helped Kadin to his feet. "Green and Blue. It helps you control plants. People can use it to influence plant growth and to use plants in battle in some instances." 
 
    Marell motioned for Kadin to follow, and they stopped at the nearest row of crops. 
 
    "I want you to manipulate these leaves here," Marell said, gesturing to the closest plant. "Think about weaving Green and Blue and about twisting the plant to your desires." 
 
    Kadin stared at the plants, wondering how in the core this was possible. He'd never had much opportunity to think about Sunweaving before. 
 
    He focused on Green and Blue, on weaving them together. The more he did this, the more natural it felt. The awkwardness had passed, and now it felt like Sunweaving had always been a part of him. Strange. 
 
    The plant in front of him began to twist. He thought about tying the leaves into a knot, and to his amazement, he did so. 
 
    "It looks like you're pretty good at this," Marell said with a rare smile. 
 
    "I wish I could be good at all the weaves." 
 
    "Every Sunweaver has strengths and weaknesses," Marell said, his tone more patient than usual. Had he come to like Kadin? "I think you'll be quite strong in time." 
 
    "Are there any other weaves?" Kadin asked, feeling more eager. 
 
    "Only one more that I can teach you now. A Blue/Purple weave can be used to communicate over long distances, but the person you're contacting must also be a Blue/Purple Sunweaver. However, I can teach you a Yellow/Green weave. Yellow/Green weaves manipulate rocks. It's the ability you might find most useful for getting Faina out of here." 
 
    "Could I use this weave to get through the stone fence?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "It might be possible. When the fence was built, Yellow/Green Sunweavers used their abilities to reinforce it against such attempts, but a particularly skilled Sunweaver might be able to counteract these abilities. Over time, the stone's protections have surely weakened in spots." 
 
    "But you aren't sure," Kadin said. 
 
    "Unfortunately, no, but this is your best chance. Now think about weaving Yellow and Green, about manipulating the rocks in front of your feet. Try to make a small hole. That's a common thing Yellow/Green Sunweavers do." 
 
    Kadin thought about the weave, and a low rumble began. In front of him, the rocks shifted. They didn't quite form the hole Marell had wanted, but Kadin was moving them. 
 
    "I think that's a good start," Marell said. "But you should get back to your cabin. We've been out here a long time, and people are going to be suspicious." 
 
    "All right," Kadin said, feeling disappointed. But he understood Marell's logic. If anyone found out what Kadin could do, they wouldn't let him stay on the plantation. He'd lose his chance to rescue Faina. 
 
    And now he felt one big step closer. A little practice and he'd have the power to save her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: Traitors 
 
    Deril and Tiran sat on their beds in the small room the Brotherhood had provided them. Sondir had told them they would soon see their first mission. On the one hand, Deril relished the opportunity to prove his loyalty—or his fake loyalty—and make progress on rescuing his father. On the other, he dreaded what he might have to do. 
 
    "Don't you think they might be taking advantage of us?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "I've considered it. They know we don't have the power to rescue my father on our own, so they know we'll do almost anything they ask. I'm scared of what I might do, to tell you the truth. Sondir's right in one way. Can we risk the world by sticking to our morals?" 
 
    "He knows full well that we don't have to do these things," Tiran said. "He could speak a few words, and they would trust us. He's using our weak position to give himself an advantage." 
 
    "But why would he need our help? They have plenty of people already." 
 
    "But few as powerful as you," Tiran said. "You don't realize just how strong you are, do you? Maybe you'll never be a Sunlord, but I'd say you're more than your father's equal when it comes to Sunweaving. The Brotherhood will find a use for you." 
 
    "Why do you always believe the worst of people?" 
 
    "I'm a Sun Guard. That's the way I've been trained. If you treat everyone like they're some kind of suspect, you're more prepared in the case that they are." 
 
    "Sounds depressing to me." 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Tiran rose to answer it. When he opened the door, Sondir stood in the doorway, flanked by two people Deril had seen only in passing. Sondir stepped into the room, motioning for the pair to follow. 
 
    Deril's stomach twisted. Who were these people? 
 
    "Meet Davin and Arna," Sondir said, gesturing to a dark-haired man and then to a woman with auburn hair. "You're going to be working with them." 
 
    "You already have a mission for us?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "Yes, a few Fireweavers affiliated with us in Illindel were recently captured. The Sun Guard is transporting them here to Hyrandel for execution. It's your job to rescue them." 
 
    Tiran narrowed his eyes. "And how're we going to do that without bloodshed?" 
 
    "As I said, you might not find it easy to stick to such lofty morals. I understand you might be reluctant to harm your fellow Sunweavers, but you have to remind yourself that these people are persecuting Fireweavers for a simple accident of birth. Can you let that continue?" 
 
    Deril put a hand on Tiran's shoulder. "Rorik, I know it's hard, but we have to make hard choices if we're going to stand up for what's right." 
 
    Tiran gave an almost imperceptible nod of understanding. Deril wished he could believe what he'd said. 
 
    "You're right, Zalin," Tiran said. "But I've never killed anyone before. I hope it won't come to that." 
 
    Arna's gaze was cold. "It probably will. This is a war, whether anyone admits it or not." 
 
    "We don't go out with the aim of killing anyone," Davin said. "But sometimes it happens. The important thing is that we're saving good people who've done nothing wrong." 
 
    Deril wanted to believe that, but a lifetime of beliefs was hard to erase. Though a part of him believed the Fireweaver version of the scriptures, another part rebelled at the very thought. In the end, it didn't matter. He was doing this to save his father. 
 
    He could deal with the other issues later. 
 
    "We're ready for this mission," he said, faking confidence he didn't feel. 
 
    "Good. Davin and Arna will provide the details." 
 
    Sondir strode out of the chamber and closed the door. An awkward silence fell, during which Deril tried to keep his suspicions off his face. 
 
    "So what are the details?" he asked. Did he sound too eager? 
 
    Arna leaned against the small room's stone wall. Her gaze remained cold. "A small caravan containing the Fireweaver prisoners is heading north from Illindel along the main road. It is our job to intercept this caravan and free the prisoners. Not a whole lot to it." 
 
    "Well, it's not quite that simple," Davin said, wrapping an arm around Arna's shoulders in a way that said they were more than friends. "Arna likes to make things sound that way. In truth, we'll have to do some planning. Since we have a history of freeing prisoners in these situations, the caravan will be heavily guarded. We can't free the prisoners through a battle. We don't have the numbers, and we don't want too much bloodshed." 
 
    Arna barked a laugh. "I wouldn't mind a little." 
 
    Deril took a strong disliking to Arna. Why had Sondir made them work with someone who had no regard for the lives of Sun Guards? Was he trying to test how much Deril and Tiran were willing to do for the cause? 
 
    Perhaps Tiran was right. It was best to be suspicious of everyone. 
 
    "All right," Deril said, disguising his true feelings and praying he was a better actor than he'd been a few days back with Captain Hanir. "What's the plan? How're we freeing them?" 
 
    Davin cleared his throat. "Sondir told us you could both weave Yellow and Green." 
 
    "That's true," Tiran said. "In fact, Zalin is one of the best in the world." 
 
    "Good," Davin said. "That will make our plan go more smoothly. If we work ahead of time, we can prepare a strong Yellow/Green weave that should halt the caravan's progress. While the Sun Guards are investigating that disturbance, we'll free the prisoners." 
 
    "You sure this will work?" Tiran asked. "It sounds like a standard practice of Fireweaver bandits. I know people in the Sun Guard. They'll be prepared for it." 
 
    "It's a standard practice because it works," Arna said. "Two of us will remain ahead of the caravan, ready for the Sun Guards who come to investigate. The other two—and I think that should be the two of you—will be waiting behind the caravan. You'll rush forward to free the prisoners. A few Sun Guards will likely remain with them, shielding them." 
 
    "You're still making it sound too easy," Tiran said. "Sun Guards are highly trained professionals. They won't fall for such a simple deception." 
 
    "That's the beauty of it," Arna said with an unnerving smile. "It looks like the work of ordinary bandits. We don't always go in with a plan like this. You're right. They are trained professionals. But they've been trained to expect more sophisticated plans from us. By doing this, we'll catch them off guard. While they're looking for bandits, we'll free the prisoners and get out of there." 
 
    "I still think it could easily fail," Tiran said. 
 
    "Of course it could," Arna said. "All plans can fail. Do you think I like the idea of doing this with people I don't know, people who are Sunweavers?" 
 
    "Is that why you're acting so coldly toward us?" Deril said. "Because of an accident of birth?" 
 
    "Because you're part of the privileged class. You don't understand what it's like for the people you allow your fellow Sunweavers to persecute. Don't try to equate the situations." 
 
    "Let's not argue," Deril said, stifling his urge to keep doing so. "We're on the same side. It shouldn't matter whether someone is a Sunweaver of Fireweaver. In the end, we're all people, and none of us want to see anyone suffer unnecessarily." 
 
    Davin put a hand on Deril's shoulder. "Well said." 
 
    Arna glared at Deril and Tiran. "Sondir made me work with you, but I don't have to like it. In the end, we are Fireweavers, and you are Sunweavers. You can't expect people to forgive centuries of persecution." 
 
    "Perhaps not," Deril said, trying to imagine how he'd feel if he were a Fireweaver. In truth, he'd had an easy life. Perhaps he didn't understand anything of how Arna felt. 
 
    They went over the rest of their plan to intercept the caravan, then departed with a few supplies. It was the first time Deril had left the Brotherhood headquarters. As they walked through the streets, the world seemed an alien place. He'd kept up with news, and he hadn't heard anything about his father, but he still wondered what he'd missed. 
 
    The four of them acquired horses from stables at the edge of the city, then started southward along the main road between Hyrandel and Illindel. They didn't know where they'd intercept the caravan, so they remained alert the entire time. 
 
    Too often, they rode in tense silence. Davin shared occasional conversation with them, but Arna remained cold and distant. Deril disliked her more and more. 
 
    Outside the city, the air grew a little cold. Deril hadn't spent much time on the roads. He preferred to stay close to the warmth of Sunlamps. There were a few along the road, but not as many as he would have liked. With a shudder, he wondered how cold he'd feel when he entered the Frozen Lands in search of his father. 
 
    But would that ever happen? 
 
    No matter how much Davin and Arna believed in their plan, there were so many ways it could go wrong. Then Deril could end up arrested, or dead. Was gaining the Brotherhood's trust worth taking such a risk? A part of Deril wanted to go to the Frozen Lands right now. 
 
    But he also knew Sondir was right. They wouldn't last long in the Frozen Lands without help. 
 
    The party rode for a day. From time to time, Arna used Blue/Purple Fireweaving to communicate with other Fireweavers, trying to figure out the caravan's location. 
 
    That afternoon, she called the party to a stop. "We should be close to the caravan now if my sources are correct." 
 
    The four of them stopped in the middle of the road and began their combined Yellow/Green weave. Deril had never worked with Fireweavers before, so he didn't know how he expected it to feel. To his surprise, the experience was no different from manipulating the ground with other Sunweavers. 
 
    Was there as little difference as Fireweavers claimed? 
 
    The weave was a delicate process. They didn't want to manipulate the ground yet. Instead, they wanted to prepare it to change. Davin and Arna would hold the power of the weave within themselves and unleash it at the right moment, obstructing the caravan's path. 
 
    "We're ready," Arna said. "Now get off the road and out of sight." 
 
    This part of the road wound through a forest, so there were plenty of places to hide away from the road. Deril and Tiran maneuvered their horses between the evergreen trees, going far enough from the road that no one would see them unless they made big movements. They dismounted and waited. Deril felt like he was going to throw up. Was there any way they could do this without killing anyone? 
 
    Deril peered through the trees, trying to calm his churning stomach. He and Tiran both remained silent, and Tiran looked pale. Deril shivered as a cold rain began to fall. 
 
    At last, the caravan appeared around a bend of the road. There were four wagons in all. The one in the lead contained a contingent of four Sun Guards. Behind that were three wagons, all covered. Two probably belonged to merchants, but one of them surely held the prisoners.  
 
    Which one was it? 
 
    Soon the ground rumbled, and a giant wall of rock rose, blocking the entire road. The wagons were too large to leave the road and maneuver between the tightly packed trees. 
 
    Time to move. Tiran motioned for Deril to follow, and they crept toward the road. Raised voices, tight with anxiety, came from in front of them. The Sun Guards were taking positions around the caravan, scanning their surroundings for danger. Deril and Tiran stood with their backs to trees, peering through the branches. How could they do this? 
 
    "Any ideas?" Deril whispered as he counted the Sun Guards. Eight that he could see. It appeared now that the back two wagons belonged to merchants, who were looking around with pale, worried faces. So the prisoners had to be in the second wagon, probably surrounded by two or three additional Sun Guards. Too many by far. 
 
    Tiran pushed aside a branch. "Sorry. Can't think of anything." 
 
    "Someone check the forest," said a female Sun Guard. "I think I saw movement." 
 
    She pointed right where Deril and Tiran were standing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: A Foiled Plan 
 
    Deril froze, his heart pounding in his ears as he tried to think of some way out of this situation. The female Sun Guard stepped closer, and Deril made his decision. 
 
    "We don't mean any harm," he said, praying his ruse would work. "We've been following a group of people we thought were Fireweaver bandits. Now we know, and they're close. We have to act quickly." 
 
    "I don't believe you," the woman said, narrowing her eyes as she and two other Sun Guards stepped between the trees. "Prove you aren't Fireweavers." 
 
    "We're going to weave shields," Deril said. "You can read our heat signatures." 
 
    Deril nodded to Tiran, and they did the weaves. One of the male Sun Guards stared at them for a few long moments, then said, "They're Sunweavers." 
 
    "That doesn't mean they aren't affiliated with the bandits," the woman said, her gaze severe. She stepped closer, pointing at them with her sword. "Who are you two?" 
 
    The other man was staring at them with a curious frown. He looked vaguely familiar, and Deril worried he might have once been stationed at the Temple of Aralea. 
 
    "Wait, I recognize you," the man said. "You're Deril Anduri. What are you doing out here following bandits?" 
 
    Deril's heart pounded. "Can you keep your voice down? The people we're following can't know who I am. Tiran and I are working as spies, trying to get information on my father's kidnapping. Tiran's a Sun Guard. You can trust him." 
 
    The woman turned to the man who'd recognized Deril. "Are you certain it's him?" 
 
    "I spent seven years at the Temple of Aralea. I think I'd know the Sunlord's son." 
 
    "All right, I trust your judgment." She turned to Deril and Tiran. "Do you know where the bandits are, or what they want from us? And do you think they have something to do with the Sunlord's kidnapping?" 
 
    Deril fought down a wave of panic. "We're following every lead we can. Captain Hanir has allowed us to undertake this mission. If you trust his judgment, you can trust ours." 
 
    "I do trust him," she said. "Now let's look for these bandits." 
 
    "We'll help guard the prisoners," Tiran said. "You can find the bandits." 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes. "How did you know we were carrying prisoners?" 
 
    Deril's stomach lurched. "We are acting as spies. We've gathered some intelligence from the people we're spying on. They know you're carrying Fireweaver prisoners, so we know." 
 
    "That seems logical," she said, though she didn't sound convinced. "You may help guard the prisoners. It would probably be better if you didn't put yourselves at risk trying to apprehend the bandits. You can leave that to us. Your mission is too important." 
 
    Deril exhaled with relief. He couldn't believe she'd accepted their story. Being recognized might have saved him this time 
 
    But long could he depend on that? 
 
    Then, of course, they still needed to free those prisoners. How could they do that without implicating themselves? Deril turned to Tiran, hoping for reassurance, but Tiran shook his head. 
 
    The man who'd recognized Deril led them back to the road, where the caravan waited for the wall of rock to subside. The merchants stood outside their wagons, looking about their surroundings, their faces lined with worry. The Sun Guards Deril had seen before had all moved away from the caravan, scanning the woods for the bandits. Deril prayed that Arna and Davin had concealed themselves. 
 
    Or at least that Davin had. He didn't care about Arna. 
 
    Two Sun Guards remained, the ones guarding the prisoners. They stood outside the caravan's second wagon with drawn swords. The Sun Guard accompanying Deril and Tiran cleared them to help stand guard, then joined his comrades in the search for the bandits, leaving Deril and Tiran alone with the other guards. 
 
    Surely they could handle two Sun Guards. But how could they do it? Deril couldn't bring himself to harm these men who were simply doing their jobs. Yes, the fate of the world was at stake, but was the world worth living in if people had to abandon their morals? 
 
    Deril wanted to confer with Tiran, but they had no opportunity. He'd have to think of a plan on his own, or hope Tiran could come up with one. How could they gain the trust of the Brotherhood now? 
 
    Well, it started with freeing the prisoners. 
 
    Deril turned to one of the guards. "How important are these prisoners?" 
 
    "They are typical Fireweavers. No more important than those we usually bring in." 
 
    Tiran looked at Deril with wide eyes, as though he disagreed with the plan Deril had formed. Deril knew it was impulsive, but they had little time to accomplish their mission. Unless Tiran could think of something better, this was the best plan they had. 
 
    "Then it wouldn't be all that bad if we took them off your hands?" Deril said. 
 
    "I don't understand what you're saying." 
 
    "It's part of our cover as spies. We have to make the Brotherhood appear that we support them. It's the only way to get the information we need, the only way to save my father before it's too late. I doubt these ordinary Fireweaver prisoners are worth risking the fate of the entire world." 
 
    "It's not our decision to make," said the other guard. "You'll have to ask our captain." 
 
    Deril didn't like the sound of that. The captain didn't seem the type to give up her prisoners without a fight. 
 
    Deril waited, trying not to panic. A few minutes later, the captain and the other Sun Guards returned, thankfully without Davin and Arna. 
 
    "We must have scared them away," the captain said. 
 
    Deril couldn't waste time. He stepped toward the captain. "I have something to ask of you, and you probably won't like it." 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    "We need to take these prisoners from you." 
 
    "Well, you can't," she said. "They've been sentenced to death for their crimes. It's the law." She gave them both a stern glare. "Why do you need them?" 
 
    Deril explained the situation, praying she would understand. 
 
    "This is asking a lot of me," she said. "I could get in trouble." 
 
    "I know," Deril said, keeping careful control of his tone. "But I'm not exaggerating when I say the fate of the world may be at stake. The only way to gain the trust of these people is to do as they've asked. It's better if no one gets hurt in the process. These prisoners are only two Fireweavers, two among so many. I doubt they make much of a difference." 
 
    "But freeing them does," the captain said. 
 
    Tiran stepped closer to her. "The first oath you take as a Sun Guard is to protect the world. That comes before serving your Church, before serving your government. You might not like it, but it is your duty to let us take these prisoners." 
 
    The captain stepped a few paces away, looking up in thought. When at last she turned back to them, she said, "All right. You may take the prisoners. We will have to fabricate a story that there were too many bandits to fight. It will be a hard story to keep, and I doubt all our superiors will believe it. I'm risking a lot here. Don't make me regret it." 
 
    "We'll do our best," Tiran said. "I can promise that. 
 
    Deril glanced back toward the rest of the caravan. "How are you going to keep the merchants quiet?" 
 
    "They don't know that these people are prisoners," she said. "Don't worry about that. Just take your prisoners and get back to your work as spies. Before I change my mind." 
 
    "Thank you," Deril said, hastening to the back of the covered wagon holding the prisoners. Inside were a man and woman bound in thick ropes. They tried to look up, but blindfolds covered their eyes. 
 
    "What's happening?" the woman asked. 
 
    "We're getting you out of here," Deril said. "Getting you to the Brotherhood." 
 
    "How'd you get them to agree with that?" said the man. 
 
    "It doesn't matter," Tiran said, untying him. "The important thing is you're free." 
 
    Deril unbound the woman and helped her out of the wagon. Both prisoners looked shaky on their feet. Outside, the Sun Guards looked on, their eyes narrowed in anger and confusion. Deril could understand. No matter the circumstances, any Sun Guard worth holding the title hated to see a Fireweaver go free. Deril couldn't decide how he felt about it. 
 
    "Get going," the captain said. 
 
    "Thank you again," Deril said. With the prisoners at their sides, he and Tiran walked off into the forest north of the road, looking for Davin and Arna. Once they were a good distance from the caravan, they removed the prisoners' blindfolds.  
 
    They wandered for a long time, the cold rain soaking through their clothes. The prisoners, who hadn't given their names, looked miserable in their light clothing. 
 
    By the time they found Davin and Arna, the sun had sunk low in the sky, and the cold rain had intensified. They were all shivering despite their Yellow/Blue weaves. 
 
    Arna looked on with narrowed eyes, standing within a thick cluster of trees. "What happened back there?" 
 
    "We were discovered," Deril said. "We had to improvise." 
 
    "I'd like an explanation," she said. 
 
    Davin put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. "Relax. They're on our side. We don't need to spend our time interrogating them. We did what we came for. That's what matters." 
 
    "And how much suspicion did we draw?" she asked with a fiery glare. "This is why I don't like working with people I don't trust. People I don't know." She turned the glare to Deril and Tiran. "I didn't trust you before, and I trust you even less now. You're going to explain what happened, or you're not going to leave this forest alive." 
 
    Tiran stepped forward, holding out his arms in a calming gesture. "There's no need for threats." 
 
    "What's going on here?" asked the male prisoner. "I thought you were working together." 
 
    "We are," Davin said. "I'm afraid Arna has problems with trust." 
 
    Arna drew her sword, stepping toward Deril and Tiran. "Maybe I do, but misplaced trust kills you when you're born with our curse. No matter what you two do, you are still Sunweavers. The enemy." 
 
    Deril retreated as Arna advanced. He didn't like the hard look in her eyes, or the fact that she'd called him the enemy. In truth, he suspected he was her enemy. Arna seemed the ideal candidate to be one of the members of Halarik's Chosen hiding within the Brotherhood. Deril had to watch her. 
 
    But first he had to survive this encounter. 
 
    He wove Yellow and Blue within him, erecting a shield between himself and her sword. The tip of the blade stopped dead at the invisible barrier. 
 
    Arna's smile was chilling. "Good. You don't trust me either." 
 
    Deril returned the smile, just as coldly. "It would be foolish to trust the woman who called me an enemy and tried to put a sword to my throat." 
 
    "Fair point," she said. 
 
    "This is getting ridiculous," Davin said. "Let's work through this calmly." He turned to Deril and Tiran. "I'm asking, not demanding. How did you get the prisoners free?" 
 
    Deril exchanged an anxious glance with Tiran, praying that his friend would have an answer to this predicament. Right now, Deril's mind was blank. He could think of nothing but his pounding heart and the wild-eyed woman threatening to kill him. Even though he had the feeling he and Tiran could win a battle, he couldn't let it come to that. 
 
    Deril took a few deep breaths. "As I said, we improvised. Your plan didn't work. They immediately searched the area, looking for people trying to hide themselves. They found us." 
 
    "And they didn't kill you," Arna said, advancing a step closer. "I find that hard to believe." 
 
    "As it happens, one of the Sun Guards knew me," Deril said. "So they believed us when we told them we'd been following you, suspecting you of being Fireweaver bandits. We stayed with the caravan while they searched the woods for you. Only two guards remained, keeping watch over the prisoners. We moved quickly and managed to free the prisoners. We hurt the guards but didn't kill them. Then we took off into the forest, looking for you, heading toward the place where you said we'd meet up afterward." 
 
    Arna lowered her sword. "I think you're lying." 
 
    "The story works for me," Davin said. He turned to the two prisoners. "Does this version of events seem right?" 
 
    "I can't be sure," said the woman. "The shields the guards wove around us blocked most of the sound. We had no idea what was going on. We only noticed these two men when they came in to save us. We were blindfolded at the time, so I couldn't tell you what the site looked like. They took off the blindfolds once we were farther away." 
 
    Arna turned to the man. "Do you agree with this?" 
 
    "Yes, that's how it happened." 
 
    Deril's breathing had relaxed, but he held his shield strong.  
 
    "Then it's settled," Davin said. "Things didn't go as planned, but it worked in the end." 
 
    "Perhaps," Arna said. She turned to Deril and Tiran, her gaze harder than ever. "But I'll be keeping an eye on you two." 
 
    And we will do the same for you, Deril thought.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: The Palace 
 
    Rella followed Atarin through the palace, accompanied by a pair of Fire Guards. At first, she thought they were there because of her, but perhaps Atarin always walked with bodyguards. 
 
    "What do you think of my palace?" he asked, his tone light and friendly. 
 
    She looked around. The palace wasn't quite as grand as she'd expected. It was made of stone like most buildings. The floors, however, were wood. There must have been a large tree farm nearby. Rich red carpets and many Sunlamps gave everything a warm feeling. The corridors were wide enough that seven or eight people could walk side-by-side, and the palace's layout made Rella think of a maze. 
 
    "It is quite nice," she said, unsure how to respond. 
 
    "No need to be so nervous," Atarin said. "I won't harm you." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I've had issues with trust my whole life. It has nothing to do with you." 
 
    "Ah, I understand," Atarin said. "I can't imagine how paranoid you'd have to be growing up among our oppressors in Tarileth. You were brave to endure it so long." 
 
    "Yes, I suppose I was." 
 
    Atarin eyed her with a strange look. "I can sense that something is bothering you. You're my family, Rella. You can trust me." 
 
    But I don't, she thought, seeing through his genial manner. She couldn't bring herself to support someone who advocated killing so many innocent people. A part of her wanted to trust him, wanted to find a new family she could belong with, but she couldn't let that part override her reason.  
 
    Atarin was the enemy. 
 
    "Did my mother trust you?" Rella asked, worried she was treading into dangerous territory. 
 
    Atarin hesitated. "Your mother and I didn't see things the same way. She would have been a credit to Halarik's Chosen, but she chose to forsake her duties as a Firelord and join with the Brotherhood. I lived many years praying she would change her mind." 
 
    They got to the end of a corridor, where the space around them widened into a vast dining chamber. Savory smells wafted in the air, and Rella's stomach rumbled. She hadn't had decent food in weeks. 
 
    "I heard that you wanted to kill her," she said as Atarin led her to a small wooden table. Many voices filled the chamber. The people seemed happy and well-cared for. 
 
    Atarin took a seat across from her. "She made herself an enemy to Fireweavers. She went with a group that holds sympathy for our oppressors. These are the people who would have killed you if they'd found out about your powers. Surely you don't support them." 
 
    "Of course not," she said, hoping she sounded sincere. She couldn't read Atarin's face. 
 
    "But if you must know, I gave her a choice. She failed in her duties as a Firelord. I was well within my rights to order her execution, but I gave her the choice to leave the Frozen Lands. No matter what you might have heard, I am not an unreasonable man." 
 
    Rella wished she could believe that. "I don't understand. Is it wrong for a Firelord not to support Halarik's Chosen?" Her chest tightened. "Not that I'm thinking about running away." 
 
    Atarin's eyes narrowed a little. "I would hope not. And I can see that you don't yet know much about our world. Becoming a Firelord means that Halarik has chosen you. That's the primary reason we call ourselves Halarik's Chosen. We are the Firelords, and the people who support the Firelords. We are the people with the power to change the world." 
 
    Rella wanted to debate him on his philosophy, but that would make him suspicious. Instead, she said, "What is expected of me here?" 
 
    Atarin clasped his hands in front of him. "Well, since you are a potential Firelord, you will begin training to see if you have the talent. Even if you don't, I won't turn away family." He narrowed his eyes again. "As long as you don't turn traitor like your mother." 
 
    She shuddered at the ice in his tone. "I would not do that." 
 
    "Good." Atarin smiled and glanced at a person approaching from Rella's right. He gestured for the man to sit. "Rella, this is Karik, one of our new Firelords. Like you, he is currently training his abilities." 
 
    Rella clasped Karik's hands in greeting, unsure what to think of him. His name struck her as familiar. "Do I know you from somewhere?" 
 
    He had long dark hair and the complexion of someone who spent a lot of time under Sunlamps. "Perhaps. I do come from Tarileth after all." 
 
    "Perhaps you know of Karik's father," Atarin said. "Sunlord Zaren." 
 
    Rella's mouth fell open. "The Sunlord's son is a Fireweaver. That makes no sense." 
 
    "Actually, it makes perfect sense," Karik said with a relaxed smile, leaning on the table. His posture exuded power and confidence. "My mother is a Fireweaver in secret. My brother didn't inherit our abilities, though. He's an ordinary Sunweaver." 
 
    Conversation continued around the vast dining chamber. There had to be at least fifty people there, and none were paying attention to Atarin. No bowing. No catering to his every desire. It appeared that he didn't demand constant adoration. 
 
    Rella turned to Atarin. "It seems rather odd that everyone's ignoring you. Aren't you their leader?" 
 
    "They're used to my presence," Atarin said. "I like to keep in touch with my people. After all, wouldn't life be rather lonely if you spent all your time alone with only servants for company? Possessing great power is no reason to set yourself apart from others." 
 
    Rella didn't know what to think of that. In truth, Atarin was nothing like what she'd expected. He was supposed to be a monster—not so friendly, not someone who was willing to sit down with her and explain everything so patiently. 
 
    Perhaps he wasn't the man Kae and the Brotherhood claimed he was. 
 
    Rella felt suddenly daring. "I have a few more questions for you." 
 
    "Go ahead and ask," Atarin said. "You're family. You deserve answers." 
 
    "Do you intend to kill all Sunweavers?" 
 
    Atarin scratched at his chin. He wore a short, neatly-groomed beard. "I wish to create a world where Fireweavers are no longer persecuted. That may or may not require the deaths of Sunweavers. Ultimately, that choice is up to them." 
 
    "Then you don't want revenge?" Rella said. 
 
    Atarin chuckled. "I'd be lying if I said I didn't. But I don't hold a grudge against all Sunweavers. However, those in power deserve our wrath. Especially their Church. Rella, these are the people who would kill you. Don't you want revenge of your own?" 
 
    On some level, she did, but that didn't justify widespread killing. She couldn't discern Atarin's true intentions on the matter, either. He struck her as deceptive.  
 
    Or was she seeing what she wanted to see? 
 
    She shook her head. "I hope we can find some way to convince them of the error in their beliefs. I believe in providing a better world for Fireweavers, but not through bloodshed." 
 
    "It may be necessary," Karik said. "Regrettable, but necessary." 
 
    It probably was, she realized. Could any arguments, however well-reasoned, convince people to rethink centuries of belief? Though she hated it, a part of her agreed with Atarin. 
 
    Servants arrived with plates of food. Rella didn't recognize the meat, but it tasted delicious. She had to force herself not to shovel it into her mouth. At least it gave her an opportunity to be alone with her thoughts, to consider how best to speak to Atarin. 
 
    "Our Sunlamps do wonders for us," Atarin said, gesturing to the food with a wide smile. "We eat as well as anyone in Tarileth." 
 
    Rella looked up from her food. "What about everyone else in the Frozen Lands?" 
 
    "We have poverty like anywhere else," Atarin said. "But most of the people are comfortable. After all, everyone who lives here is a Firecaster, Fireweaver, or Firelord. The Lightless have no reason to come to the Frozen Lands." 
 
    Rella wanted to find fault with everything about the Frozen Lands, and about Atarin in particular, but she found herself liking him instead. She had to remind herself that he was dangerous. But was he as dangerous as she'd thought at first? 
 
    "You're not what I expected," she said. 
 
    Atarin chuckled, and it sounded genuine. "Yes, the stories do make me out to be some kind of monster." 
 
    "I'm still not sure I agree with everything you say, though." 
 
    "I don't expect total agreement," Atarin said. "Just make sure you don't act on any disagreements, especially on the most important matters." 
 
    "And what are these most important matters?" she asked, realizing that he was dangerous, regardless of her previous impressions. Perhaps he was gentle and good-natured only when you agreed with him. 
 
    Atarin smiled, but it didn't touch his eyes. "There are some secrets I must keep to myself." 
 
    "He's right," Karik said. "War is brewing. Dangerous times lie ahead."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: Faina's Secrets 
 
    Kadin spent the next day working in the fields and pretending nothing was happening. A light rain fell, and he used Red to generate heat around himself. Marell kept his distance, so Kadin wasn't worried about getting in trouble. 
 
    He did have to separate himself from the other slaves, though. They would wonder why the air was warmer around him, and he couldn't risk anyone finding out why. 
 
    The work went in a steady rhythm. Now that Kadin could control his Sunweaving, he didn't worry about extinguishing Sunlamps. The last few days had made his life both simpler and more complicated. He looked forward to and dreaded the future. Yes, he could free Faina, but where would they go? How would they survive? 
 
    At the end of the day, Kadin stood and was ready to head back to the cabin for dinner, but then Marell came over to him, frowning with concern. 
 
    "Is something wrong?" Kadin asked, glancing around, worried someone might be watching them. A worry he'd felt too often these last few days. 
 
    "Lord Andric wishes to speak to the two of us." 
 
    Kadin's insides twisted with cold dread. "Do you think he knows?" 
 
    "It's possible, and that's why we need to come up with a convincing story." Marell paced along the edge of the crop row. "Do you have any ideas?" 
 
    Kadin considered. "Maybe you were punishing me." 
 
    "No, I wouldn't need to take you aside to do that. Andric would see right through that story." 
 
    "We could always tell part of the truth," Kadin said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You noticed the Sunlamps going out around me, so you took me aside to see if I was causing it. We tried for a few days to do it on purpose, but nothing happened." 
 
    "That might actually work," Marell said. "Perhaps you're smarter than I thought." 
 
    From Marell, that felt like high praise. Kadin couldn't help but smile. "Do you really think it'll work?" 
 
    "It seems more logical than any other story. It's based on the truth after all. Lord Andric knows of the issue with the Sunlamps, and since you have control now, it shouldn't keep happening. Our story should appear true." 
 
    "Can Andric detect heat fields?" Kadin asked, feeling a sudden spike of fear. 
 
    "Yes, but I don't think he can detect them like you. Just be careful not to use any weaves or castings while we're around him. He might check." 
 
    They started toward Andric's manor. The building stood in the center of the plantation, surrounded by beautiful gardens featuring flowers of every color. There were no cracks in the two-story building's stone exterior. 
 
    Kadin's heart climbed into this throat as they approached. He remembered Marell's warning that first day. It was best not to attract Andric's attention. 
 
    "It'll be all right," Marell said, putting a hand on his shoulder. "Your story's a good one." 
 
    Kadin wished he could believe that. He felt like throwing up as they reached the clean stone porch beneath the wooden awning. Marell knocked on the wood door. It opened a few moments later, and Faina stood in the doorway. 
 
    "Lord Andric is waiting in the kitchen," she said. "I will lead you here." 
 
    "Thank you," Marell said, following her and motioning Kadin into the house. Kadin felt as though something heavy were tied to his trembling legs. He tried to figure out how Faina was doing, but she had adopted a mask he couldn't see through. 
 
    Faina led them to the left, across a polished stone floor and past walls of rich reddish wood—a sure sign of Andric's wealth. Soon they entered the kitchen, where Andric was sitting at a wooden table. Kadin remembered him from the ride to the plantation. 
 
    Andric had light hair and a deceptively gentle expression. Kadin would have been fooled had he not known the man's true nature. 
 
    "Ah, there you are," Andric said, motioning for them to sit. Kadin lowered himself into his seat and looked to Marell for reassurance. Marell gave a quick shake of his head, avoiding Kadin's gaze. Of course. They weren't supposed to look too close. 
 
    "May I inquire as to the reason for this meeting, my lord?" Marell said. 
 
    "Just a moment," Andric said. He turned his gaze to Faina. "Sit down." 
 
    She obeyed at once, but Kadin could see her unease in the tight lines on her face. Could Andric see it as well? Did he care? 
 
    "Let's discuss this over dinner," Andric said. He smiled at Kadin, but there was nothing genuine in that smile. "I'm sure you'll be happy to get some higher-quality food for once." 
 
    "Of course, master," Kadin said. Marell had told him he should always address Andric as master. 
 
    A few other slaves arrived shortly, bearing platters of food that filled the air with a succulent aroma. The food looked like the finest cuts of beef, the kind his father had never been able to afford. The platters also contained fresh potatoes and other vegetables, ones that looked healthy. Unlike Kadin's food back home, or that the slaves were fed. 
 
    Was this how Sunweavers lived? Maybe Kadin could get used to that. 
 
    The slaves placed the food on the table. Kadin stared at it, not sure what kind of manners he should display. He realized how little he knew about Sunweavers. The knife and fork felt awkward and heavy in his hands. 
 
    Maybe he'd watch everyone else first. Andric started eating, attacking his food with great gusto. Well, that wasn't what Kadin had expected. He glanced at Marell and Faina, both of whom ate with more restraint. He'd try to copy them. 
 
    After a long time, Andric took a break from his food. "All right," he said, his eyes settling on Kadin and Marell. "We're here to discuss why you two have been spending so much time together. I don't approve of overseers and slaves spending time together." 
 
    "It's my fault," Marell said. "You remember those Sunlamps that have gone out recently? Well, they were doing it around Kadin, so I wondered if he might be a Sunweaver. Sunweavers have been known to have relations with the Lightless after all." 
 
    Andric narrowed his eyes, revealing his dangerous side. "And what did you find out?" 
 
    "I spent a few days with him, trying to get him to repeat the ability. Nothing I did got it to work, so I figured it must have been a coincidence. Kadin is no Sunweaver." 
 
    Kadin avoided looking at Andric, afraid the truth might be written on his face, and looked instead at Faina, who watched with a deep frown. 
 
    "And you're certain of this?" Andric said, his eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. "I have to admit the Sunlamp thing has mystified me. Perhaps you simply haven't managed to get him to do anything." He turned his stern gaze to Kadin. "Boy, is he telling the truth?" 
 
    "Of course, master" Kadin responded at once. Was his response too quick? 
 
    "And you're sure about that?" Andric said before taking another bite of food. 
 
    Kadin ignored his own food. "I think I'd know if I was a Sunweaver, master. If I was, I wouldn't be hiding it. I'd be getting out of here." 
 
    Had Kadin said too much? He couldn't determine Andric's reaction for a few long moments. 
 
    "Yes, I suppose that's true," Andric said, his tone and expression softening. "No slave would want to keep working if they found out they were a Sunweaver." 
 
    Kadin felt tense. Whether or not Andric was angry with him, he had attracted the man's attention. Andric would keep a close watch on him. How would he find the opportunity to train his abilities and rescue Faina? 
 
    Andric rose. "I think I've heard enough. You may finish your meal and return to your cabin. Don't expect to see such delicacies in the future." 
 
    "Of course not, master," Kadin said, his heart pounding a fierce rhythm. He glanced at Marell and Faina as Andric walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    "That went as well as we could expect," Marell said. "You did well, Kadin." 
 
    Kadin forced a smile, then finished his meal in silence, savoring every bit. Yes, he would likely see good meals in the future, but he'd never had food like this before. Once they all finished, Marell led him out of the house. To his surprise, Faina followed. 
 
    "I have to return to my cabin as well," she told him. 
 
    "Oh, of course," Kadin said. "I forgot you didn't actually live with Andric." 
 
    They walked along the path leading away from the house, back toward the rows and rows of crops that stretched as far as Kadin could see. 
 
    "I'm afraid he might want me to move in with him," she said as they parted ways with Marell. 
 
    "Has Andric been taking advantage of you?" Kadin asked. He couldn't bring himself to say the word rape. "Has he been hurting you?" 
 
    "It's not as bad as you might think. As long as I don't fight him, he's gentle, even loving in his own twisted way. It isn't as bad a life as I thought at first. I don't have to do much work. I get to enjoy good food. I just have to make some sacrifices." 
 
    "It's still wrong," he said. "You can't accept what he's doing." 
 
    "I don't have any choice. I have no power here." 
 
    A thought struck Kadin. He'd always suspected there was something different about Faina, that she was hiding something. Did she have powers as well? He wove Orange and Yellow and looked at her. Around her was an incredible glow. 
 
    "Faina, you're a Sunweaver!" he said. "I can see the heat field around you." 
 
    Her eyes widened. "No, Kadin, I'm not a Sunweaver." 
 
    "But only people with powers have fields around them, and yours is much brighter than Marell's." 
 
    "I'm not a Sunweaver," she said, walking a few steps away from Kadin. When she spoke again, her voice was very soft. "I'm a Fireweaver." 
 
    A tense silence fell. Kadin looked into Faina's eyes, trying to think of something to say, but his voice failed him. 
 
    "I-I think I'm beginning to understand," he said. He stepped closer and thought about putting a hand on her shoulder, but decided against it. Her expression made him hesitant.  
 
    "Let's find somewhere we won't be overheard," she said. 
 
    "I know a place," Kadin said, taking the lead. Faina followed him to the small shed where he'd trained with Marell. She looked at it with a skeptical frown as he ushered her inside. After dinner in Andric's manor, the shed felt even smaller. 
 
    "Are you sure it's all right to talk here?" she asked, glancing around, looking paler than usual. 
 
    "We should be fine. People don't usually come this way." But Kadin swayed on his feet, peering toward the door every few seconds, straining his ears to make sure he didn't hear anyone approaching. Faina's secret could be deadly. 
 
    "I'm ready to tell my story," she said, steadying her balance against the wall. 
 
    Kadin nodded and listened. 
 
    "My parents were both Fireweavers," she said, keeping her voice low, barely more than a whisper. "We were involved with the Brotherhood of Fire in Hyrandel." 
 
    Kadin shook his head. 
 
    "They're a group of Fireweavers operating in secret. They provide safety and support for those of us hiding here, trying to live normal lives." She hesitated a long moment. "But my parents weren't just members of the Brotherhood. They were part of Halarik's Chosen." 
 
    "What's that?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "A more militant group of Fireweavers. Halarik's Chosen believe that we should rise up and take power, that we should kill anyone who gets in our way." She took a breath. "Now, I don't believe this, but my parents did. The Brotherhood and Halarik's Chosen don't get along. In the Frozen Lands, they are opposing political factions." 
 
    "So what happened with your parents?" Kadin asked, feeling queasy. 
 
    "They were involved in the assassination of a potential Sunlord." 
 
    Kadin's stomach lurched. He remembered what Marell had said about Sunlords being killed, but he had trouble believing Faina could be a part of that. She didn't seem dangerous. She wasn't what he'd expected of a Fireweaver. But was she different from her parents? 
 
    "When the Brotherhood found out about this, they turned against my parents. I was ten years old at the time. I had not yet come into my powers. Nor did I understand that what my parents had done was wrong. They were my parents after all, and you're supposed to trust your parents." 
 
    Kadin disagreed, but he remained silent. 
 
    When Faina spoke again, he could hear the tears in her voice. "I hated the Brotherhood for what they did," she said. "I knew I could never join them. But there was nothing else left for me. The Sun Guard doesn't care about the daughters of Fireweavers. So I ended up on the streets. The first year was hard because I had not yet come into my powers. 
 
    "When I did, though, an entire world opened up to me. I went from starving to living in luxury, able to steal anything I wanted. I'm not just a Fireweaver. I'm a very talented Fireweaver. Ironically, the only weave I struggle with is Yellow and Green, the one that could get me out of here. I can use it, but I can do little more than shift pebbles around." 
 
    "I still don't understand," Kadin said. "How'd you end up here?" 
 
    She hesitated, and he feared she would end her story there. At last, she said, "When you're as talented a thief as I was, you attract the attention of crime lords. I might have been living a good life for a street rat, but I didn't have stability. I didn't have family. I operated alone, scared to get too close to anyone and reveal that I was a Fireweaver. The crime lord who took me in, Nalir—he knew. After all, if I was a Sunweaver, I wouldn't be living on the streets. I'd be living in luxury." 
 
    "And he didn't care that you were a Fireweaver?" Kadin said. 
 
    "He's a crime lord, not a priest of Aralea, or a Sun Guard. He saw me for what I was: useful. In fact, I was especially useful. He knew my secret, so he could threaten me with it. He could make me do almost anything he wanted. All he had to say were a few words: 'I'll tell the Sun Guard.' I was thirteen at the time, and I was afraid. In truth, I still am." 
 
    She fell silent, looking away in deep thought. Kadin opened his mouth to speak, but he wasn't sure what to say. 
 
    She wiped away a tear trickling down her cheek. "Nalir made me do horrible things. I did my share of thievery for him, but I was also sent to resolve disputes with other crime lords, or to help keep some of the lesser street gangs in line. He even made me kill people." 
 
    She tried to say more, but became choked up and looked away. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Kadin said, his throat sticking. He didn't know what else to say. 
 
    "That's why I don't deserve your help and compassion," she said. "I've done horrible things, Kadin." 
 
    "You had no choice." 
 
    "Yes, I did. I could have been courageous. I could have chosen to die a good person. But I was weak, easily controlled. Now I'm getting what I deserve." 
 
    "You don't deserve this," Kadin said, "and you know that. You made mistakes in your past, but the past is the past. It doesn't matter anymore." 
 
    "I know you mean well, Kadin, but you can't understand how it feels. Not this." 
 
    "All right, maybe I don't." Kadin took a breath. "So how did you escape Nalir?" 
 
    "I decided I couldn't do it anymore, regardless of the consequences. Most of the people he asked me to kill were killers themselves, or people who were otherwise terrible people. That helped me keep the guilt from consuming me. But when he asked me to kill someone I knew was innocent, someone I'd known from my time on the streets, I couldn't do it. I begged him to reconsider, but he was adamant about it. That was when I found the courage I needed. I left, and I never came back." 
 
    "Why didn't he turn you in?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "I don't know, but I was afraid that he would. I stopped using my powers. Without them, I was only an average thief, but I simply couldn't bring myself to use them. I thought of the people I'd killed with them, and I seriously considered turning myself in. Surely I deserved to die for the things I'd done, whether I was coerced or not." 
 
    "Didn't you stay in Illindel, though?" Kadin asked. "Couldn't he have found you?" 
 
    "I'm sure he could have. In truth, I think he developed an attachment for me. Not quite like a father, but maybe like an uncle. It sounds strange, but I think he wants me to come back on my own. I can't go back, though. I can't go back to that life." 
 
    Kadin wished he could comfort her, but he didn't want to make things awkward. "Is that why you're scared about leaving here?" he asked. "You don't want to deal with Nalir." 
 
    "That's part of it, I suppose. I still don't think I deserve your help." 
 
    "You're not as bad a person as you think you are," Kadin said. "You were forced into a situation no one should have to face at such a young age, and you've recovered from it. Focus on the person you are now, not the person you used to be." 
 
    She chuckled. "It's interesting how our roles have reversed. I remember being the one comforting you not too long ago. You might not think so, but you've grown a lot." 
 
    "I have hope now. That makes a big difference." 
 
    "It does," Faina said. "I just worry that it won't be enough to get us out of here." 
 
    "All I need to do is work on my Yellow/Green Sunweaving. Marell told me the fence might be weak in places. I don't know how long it'll take, but I will get you out of here." 
 
    "But we'll both be fugitives," she said. "I already have a death sentence hanging over me. You don't want that, Kadin." 
 
    "I won't. No one will want me dead when they find out what I am." 
 
    Faina gave him a strange look. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I lied to you before. I'm not just a Sunweaver. I'm a Sunlord." 
 
    "Are you certain?" Faina asked. She didn't sound doubtful at all. 
 
    He leaned back against the stone wall, taking a deep breath. "I can feel the sun. Marell told me that only a Sunlord can do that. I might not have the power to fuel the sun yet, but I'll develop it one day. With all the potential Sunlords being killed, the world needs me. They won't kill me over being a runaway slave. Legally, I can't be a slave anymore, so I won't really be a runaway. And once I make my Sunlord abilities public, I'll be able to protect you. I don't care that you're a Fireweaver." 
 
    "I'm not sure your influence will stretch that far," she said. "Even Sunlords can't do anything they want. But thank you." 
 
    "Maybe not." Kadin shrugged, wishing he knew what he could do to help her. After an uncomfortable silence, he said, "So your parents were involved in the assassination of a potential Sunlord. Do you know why they did it?" 
 
    "They never told me. They kept a lot from me." 
 
    "That's the reason I can't make my abilities public," he said. "Being a Sunlord puts me at risk. It's better if I pretend to be just another Sunweaver." He sighed. "But that makes it harder to protect you." 
 
    "Don't worry so much about me. I can take care of myself." 
 
    Kadin knew she could, but that didn't change the way he felt. He wasn't protecting her because he thought she was weak, or because she was a girl. He was protecting her because now he had the power to do so. He'd seen too many people with that kind of power fail to protect those weaker than them, and he would never allow himself to become one of those people. 
 
    He would free Faina. He didn't care what he had to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26: The Guarded Corridor 
 
    After lunch, Atarin went away to handle important business, leaving Rella alone with Karik. Rella found it difficult to remember that Karik was related to the Sunlord. In her world, there had always been clear separations between Sunweavers and Fireweavers. 
 
    Karik smiled, scooting forward in his chair. "What do you think of it here?" 
 
    "Well, the people here in the palace seem happy," Rella said. "But that isn't necessarily proof that everything is prospering under Atarin's rule." 
 
    Karik kept smiling. "True. Of course, things would prosper more if we weren't stuck here in the Frozen Lands. Human beings were not meant to live in such a cold place." 
 
    "Then why did you come here?" Rella asked. "Were your abilities exposed?" 
 
    "Yes," Karik said, but he didn't quite meet her eyes. Rella wished she could feel at home among these people, wished that she could trust them. Perhaps she had issues with trust, but she didn't think that was the case here. She'd come to trust Kae, and Kae didn't trust these people.  
 
    Still, Karik was a mystery. Why was he here? 
 
    "I'm sorry," Rella said, hoping she sounded sincere. She looked into Karik's brown eyes, looking for answers there. All she got was another smile. Despite her unease, she liked something about Karik. She had to remind herself to be wary. 
 
    "Don't worry about me," Karik said. "I've been accepted here. And they'll accept you, too, if you don't cause any problems. Maybe you don't agree with some of our goals, but you have to agree that we've been oppressed, that we deserve better." 
 
    "I can't disagree with that." Rella worked to keep from fidgeting beneath the table. "Do you know when we'll begin training to be Firelords?" 
 
    "It shouldn't be too long—well, as long as you have the talent." 
 
    "If my mother had it, I'll probably have it too." 
 
    "Probably," Karik said. "Would you like to see more of the palace?" 
 
    "Don't you have more important things to do?" 
 
    "Not right now." 
 
    "All right," she said, rising from the table. "Is there a library here?" 
 
    Karik chuckled as he got up from his chair. "All the things here, and your first instinct is to go to the library. I can appreciate that. My brother and I frequently enjoyed spending days in the library at the Temple of Aralea. That was about the only thing we did together." He closed his eyes a long moment, as though experiencing an uncomfortable memory. Then he met Rella's gaze. "You can find fascinating things in books." 
 
    "Oh, I agree," Rella said, following him out of the massive dining chamber. In truth, she didn't care much for reading, but she had a reason now. She couldn't get Kae's suspicions out of her mind. These people wanted to bring Halarik back. With their god returned, they could conquer Tarileth. She had to figure out how they were doing it. 
 
    Was Karik involved? 
 
    "Why has Atarin come to trust you so quickly?" she asked as they walked. She didn't expect an honest answer. 
 
    Karik looked away. "You'll have to ask him." 
 
    How was Rella supposed to trust these people when they evaded her questions like that? "Perhaps I will," she said. "But why can't you tell me yourself?" 
 
    "If you must know, I've been working with him for longer than you think. From a distance, though. Do you think I decided just recently to change my allegiances?" 
 
    "No, I suppose not" Rella said. She remained silent the rest of the way to the library.  
 
    Karik showed her through the door like a gentlemen. "What would you like to find?" 
 
    "I'd like to see the Fireweaver version of our religious history." 
 
    "Good choice," Karik said with another smile, leading her forward with a gentle touch. "You'll find that section over here." He pointed to a shelf. "There's plenty of material." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    "I'll be waiting in another section of the library," he said. "Tell me when you're ready to see your new chambers. I think you'll find them to your liking." 
 
    Rella watched warily as he disappeared from view around a magnificent wooden shelf. There were dozens and dozens of these shelves, towering over her. So many books filled each shelf that she wondered how people had ever managed to write so much. This place had to have a copy of every book ever written. How would she find what she needed? 
 
    She paced in the aisle, thinking her way through this. If she wanted to find out how to free Halarik, she needed to look up information on his prison. She perused the shelves, searching for books on that subject and making sure no one was watching her. 
 
    Would they have the information she needed here, or had they protected it? They seemed to trust her, but surely they didn't trust everyone. She spent hours sifting through material, finding little that looked helpful. Every now and then, she looked up, expecting to see Karik standing over her impatiently, but he didn't appear. Not even once. 
 
    It bothered her. They shouldn't have trusted her so easily. 
 
    Or was something else happening here? 
 
    Regardless, she kept reading. At last, she came upon a book that looked promising. The author of it had lived back during the time of the war between Aralea and Halarik. When she got to the section on Halarik's prison, she read carefully, rereading some things to make sure she got them right. The other stuff had been interesting, but she could worry about it later. 
 
    The book described Aralea's sacrifice to create Halarik's prison. After everything she'd been through, Rella believed the sacrifice without hesitation.  
 
    Then the book detailed the conditions under which Halarik could be freed from that prison. For it to happen, every Sunlord in the world had to perform a weave to offset the weave Aralea did. 
 
    Every Sunlord in the world. She felt suddenly cold. She'd heard the rumors like anyone else. For years now, potential Sunlords had all ended up dead at the hands of mysterious assassins. As far as she knew, Sunlord Zaren was the last remaining Sunlord. 
 
    And Zaren's son had shown up in the palace of the man who most wanted to bring Halarik back. If Karik was here, could Zaren himself be as well? After all, he could have been kidnapped since she was last in Tarileth, or the authorities could have kept it quiet, trying not to incite panic. From her perspective, the kidnapping looked easy.  
 
    Had Karik kidnapped his own father? 
 
    Trembling, she continued reading. The book went into more detail about the process to return Halarik, stating that it had to happen on the same day of the year as Halarik's imprisonment. It gave an exact date. 
 
    A date less than a month away. 
 
    Rella returned the book to the shelf, then rose, trying to steady her quivering legs. Once she did, she returned to the front of the library, where Karik was sitting back in a red-cushioned chair, looking relaxed and confident as he read. 
 
    He glanced up from his book. "You must be really curious." 
 
    "It's always been a vice of mine," she said, trying to keep her voice light. 
 
    "Nothing wrong with curiosity. Did you find anything interesting?" 
 
    "I was actually wondering about something," she said. "Why is this city called Haladel? Is it in honor of Halarik, or is there some deeper meaning?" 
 
    Karik put his book down on a wooden table. "If our scriptures are accurate, Haladel is the place where Aralea sacrificed herself to imprison Halarik. Atarin believes he has built this palace upon the very sight of that imprisonment. We're closer to Halarik than anyone else." 
 
    Rella kept her expression neutral. "That is really interesting. It doesn't feel like it." She took a breath. "Do you think that will help Firelord Atarin free him more easily?" 
 
    "Atarin thinks so," Karik said. He hesitated a moment, narrowing his eyes. "Why do you think Atarin intends to free Halarik?" 
 
    Rella's heart began pounding. "Oh, I thought that would be common sense. What else would Atarin want more than freeing our god?" 
 
    Karik nodded as if he'd accepted her explanation. "You ask some interesting questions." 
 
    Her stomach lurched. "Who wouldn't be curious about the possible return of a god? He's the god who gave me my powers. It would be fascinating to meet him. I'm not sure it's the best idea to free him, but I'm not Firelord Atarin. Maybe he knows something I don't." 
 
    She hoped she'd put on a convincing performance. It was difficult to tell what Karik was thinking behind his casual mask. 
 
    Karik rose from the chair. "I believe he knows many things the rest of us don't." 
 
    After a brief silence, Rella said, "I'd like to see my chambers now." 
 
    "Of course. Let me lead the way." Karik stepped out of the library and Rella followed him back into the stone-lined corridors, across floors of the richest wood she'd ever seen. They passed numerous people, some of whom greeted Karik, and Rella had to introduce herself many times. The more she said she was Atarin's niece, the more it bothered her. 
 
    Fire Guards were everywhere. She had seen many in the city as well, enough for an entire army, and those were only the ones she'd seen. It was no wonder Atarin believed he could win a war with Tarileth. The Sun Guard's numbers were impressive, but not this impressive. 
 
    Then, of course, there were many Firelords, people whose talent was equal to that of the Sunlord—or at least close. Tarileth had no hope in a direct confrontation. She didn't know how to feel about that. Perhaps they'd see sense and learn to coexist with Fireweavers, but she doubted it. Six hundred years of indoctrination couldn't be erased that quickly. 
 
    At a junction of corridors stood two Fire Guards who were blocking the hall beyond. Rella looked past them but didn't see anything worth guarding. 
 
    "What's down that corridor?" she asked. 
 
    Karik's mask faltered a little. "You shouldn't worry about it. I like you, Rella, but I don't trust you completely just yet. When Atarin says it's all right, you can know." 
 
    "I don't mean to sound skeptical about Atarin, but that's more than a little suspicious. Are you hiding something down there?" 
 
    "It's not your concern," Karik said, his voice hard. "Leave it alone, Rella."  
 
    "All right," she said, though she had no intention of ignoring her suspicions. She took one last glance at the mysterious corridor before they turned down the one to the left. Still, she saw nothing of interest—or at least nothing unusual. 
 
    Her chambers were a couple of corridors away. Karik opened the door and led her into the most lavish room she'd ever seen. Her father had never been able to afford anything like this. 
 
    The stones in here were a brighter color than those in the hallway. Warmer. More inviting. Rich, dark wood stretched from one end of the room to the other, and plush red carpets lay atop that wood. Sunlamps formed the perimeter of the chamber, basking her in warmth. The chamber itself was larger than her entire house back in Tarileth. 
 
    Well, Atarin did treat family well. 
 
    "I-I've never seen anything like this," Rella said. 
 
    Karik smiled, and it looked genuine. "Atarin takes care of his own." 
 
    "Perhaps I can see myself living here after all." 
 
    "I'm glad to hear it," Karik said. He walked over to the wall behind the largest bed she'd ever seen and grabbed a golden chain hanging from the ceiling. "See this chain? If you pull on it, servants will bring you anything you need." He put a hand on her shoulder, and it felt good. "I'm glad I've met you, Rella. I'll be around if you want to talk." 
 
    "Thank you," Rella said. "I might take that offer sometime." 
 
    And she had the feeling she was telling the truth. Perhaps Karik was on the wrong side, but she felt drawn to him in a way she'd only ever felt for Tarell. Karik's long hair was a look she'd never appreciated before. The way he always seemed so calm made her feel comfortable around him—or at least as comfortable as she could feel around someone she didn't trust. 
 
    Perhaps it was time to let her old life go. She didn't agree with everything Atarin believed, but what difference could she make? 
 
    Karik left her chambers, and she settled down on a cushioned chair, her thoughts running in circles. She thought back to that guarded corridor, to the suspicions she'd formed back in the library, and she had the feeling she knew what they were guarding. 
 
    Or rather, who they were guarding. 
 
    Sunlord Zaren was down that corridor. He was the last remaining Sunlord, and the anniversary of Halarik's imprisonment was growing close. Why else would Karik have shown up now? 
 
    But how could she confirm her suspicions? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27: The Escape Attempt 
 
    Kadin sat in a secluded corner of the plantation, staring at the ground and trying to make his Yellow/Green Sunweaving work. A nighttime chill hung in the air, hinting at snow. He had made sure to sit as far from any Sunlamps as he could. 
 
    Even so, he kept glancing back, expecting to see someone watching him. Whenever he shifted the rocks, there was a low rumble, a sound that seemed amplified in the silence. 
 
    The rock in front of him remained in place. He wove Yellow and Green again and again, but he could shift the rock only a little. Even if there were weak spots in the stone fence, how could he gain the power to take advantage of that? He wished Marell could teach him more, wished he had known about his powers sooner. 
 
    Rescuing Faina looked impossible. 
 
    Still, he had a lot of energy left. All he had to do was focus. Marell had told him these powers wouldn't all feel easy or natural. Why couldn't his ability to move rock match his ability to produce fire? The more he sat here, shifting rock little by little, the more he wondered how long his escape attempt would take, and they couldn't draw suspicion like that. 
 
    With another low rumble, the rock shifted. Kadin sat on the ground patiently, seeing how much he could move if he kept at it long enough. Every few seconds, he cast anxious glances around the dark plantation, but it seemed empty apart from him. 
 
    He couldn't stay out much longer, though. It was almost curfew, and overseers would soon search the plantation for slaves. 
 
    After a few minutes of working with the same section of rock, he created a hole large enough for him to stand in. It was about a foot deep. He'd have to do a lot better if they wanted to escape, and he had to learn quickly. Every day they spent here was another day that Faina lived with Andric's cruelty. 
 
    Kadin returned to his cabin a few minutes before curfew. By now, Aren and Walin had stopped asking him questions. He wanted to tell them everything, but if his secret got out, that would destroy any chance he had to rescue Faina. 
 
    Over the next few days, Kadin continued his attempts at developing his Yellow/Green Sunweaving. He got a little better every day, but it wasn't quick enough. After a week, he thought he might be able to do it, but it would still take time. Faina was suffering, growing more reclusive than ever. She wouldn't even meet Kadin's eyes whenever he saw her emerge from Andric's manor. 
 
    One day, Kadin decided it was time. Maybe they'd get caught, but he couldn't allow another day to go by with Faina struggling like this. 
 
    Marell seemed to notice his brighter spirits that day, as he watched Kadin more closely than usual. Did he suspect Kadin's plans? Kadin knew Marell wouldn't stop him, but he didn't want anyone to know they were leaving today. 
 
    After dinner, he made his way to Faina's cabin. When she emerged, she couldn't meet his eyes. Tear tracks remained on her face. He wanted to put an arm around her and comfort her, but it wasn't the time. She needed to recover first. 
 
    "Is it time?" she asked, her voice tight. "I'm ready." 
 
    "Then you agree with me? You can't stay here anymore." 
 
    "You're right. I can't. I have to do whatever I can to escape, however crazy." She chewed on her lower lip. "Andric knows I'm a Fireweaver. He's known the entire time. That's why I have to do whatever he wants." Her jaw quivered. "And I can't do it anymore." 
 
    Kadin took a deep breath. "Don't worry. This will work. Trust me." 
 
    She smiled, but it looked forced. "I do trust you, but that doesn't mean this will work." 
 
    Kadin understand how she felt, but he had to push his doubts aside. "I've found a good spot. I don't know how strong the wall is there, but it's dark, and no one ever comes by there. We'll be out of here before you know it." 
 
    He led her to the spot he'd chosen. Sunlamps glowed in the distance, but there was barely enough light to see. The stone fence had to stand at least as tall as eight people, and it was about as thick as two. This would be a slow process. 
 
    "Can you help me with this?" he asked Faina. 
 
    "I can do a little. I can add my energy to yours. But I doubt it'll be much help." 
 
    "Do what you can." Kadin stepped closer to the fence. "Let's get started." 
 
    He wove Yellow and Green within him and focused on shifting the stone making up the fence. They needed only enough room to crawl through, and they were both skinny. The rocks shifted slowly, so slowly. He worried for a moment that he wouldn't be able to do anything. 
 
    The rumble began—low at first, but then it grew louder and louder. Beside him, Faina grimaced. He had no idea if she was speeding up the process. They both glanced around every now and then, looking for overseers. Once, Kadin thought he saw shadowy movement, but when he investigated more closely, he saw nothing. 
 
    This was taking too long. Kadin could feel his energy and light reserves draining. Faina had stopped altogether. 
 
    "Kadin," she whispered. "I think I see someone. Stop." 
 
    "But we're so close." 
 
    However, he knew he had to stop. The low rumble of rocks shifting would attract attention if anyone was close enough to hear it. He peered toward the brightness of the Sunlamps, and his stomach lurched. Someone was there, rushing toward them. 
 
    "We have to finish," Kadin said. "We've been spotted." 
 
    But there wasn't enough time. Soon the person came into view—the last person Kadin wanted to see. 
 
    Andric. 
 
    Had he learned of their plan? Had he somehow coerced it out of Marell? Maybe Andric hadn't accepted their story of why Kadin and Marell had spent so much time together. 
 
    Faina moved closer to Kadin, putting an arm around him. Had she not been trembling, he might have enjoyed the contact. He couldn't keep his own legs steady. 
 
    "What should we do?" Faina whispered. 
 
    "We'll have to fight him." 
 
    "Are you sure we're powerful enough?" 
 
    "No, but we don't have any choice." 
 
    Kadin started a Red/Orange weave, hoping he could kill Andric with a surge of fire, but nothing happened. When he tried again, his heart sank. Andric was shielding him. 
 
    He turned to Faina, his chest tight with panic. "Are you shielded too?" 
 
    "I can't do anything." 
 
    "But how can he shield two people at once?" 
 
    Andric stepped closer with a gloating smile. "I guess Marell didn't teach you everything about Sunweaving. I might not normally have the power to do it, but Sunweavers can also gather power from Suncasters." He glanced back. "Did you think I came here alone?" 
 
    From the closest crop row, eight overseers emerged. 
 
    "I'm using their power to shield you," Andric said. "Did you actually think I accepted your story about why you and Marell were spending time together? If you're going to lie, you shouldn't come up with a lie so close to the truth. I've been watching you ever since, using loyal overseers, those who can cast purple and hide themselves in the shadows." 
 
    Kadin's legs trembled more than ever. He should have known that Andric hadn't accepted his story. Maybe he'd been so focused on rescuing Faina that he'd refused to notice anything that might hinder that goal. 
 
    "What about Marell?" Kadin asked. "What have you done with him?" 
 
    "Nothing yet. I needed proof of his treachery first. Now I have it." 
 
    Kadin felt a small flicker of hope. Could Marell be out there somewhere, able to get Kadin and Faina out of this? 
 
    "Now we're going to go back to my home," Andric said. "And we're going to wait for the Sun Guard." He turned to Faina. "I had hoped you would obey me. I was willing to keep your secret. But now I see I have no choice. We can't have a Fireweaver go free." He looked at Kadin. "And, Sunweaver or not, you are aiding a Fireweaver. That's a crime." 
 
    With swords drawn, four overseers grabbed Kadin and Faina. There was no point in fighting. 
 
    Even as a Sunweaver, Kadin felt useless. 
 
    "Why do you care so much?" Kadin asked, fighting against depression. He could feel himself going down all those old, familiar paths. Pathetic. Useless. A waste of sunlight. 
 
    "I am a good citizen," Andric said. "I never should have agreed to hide her abilities. Now I can correct that. Then, of course, there's the fact that you're trying to escape. If there's one thing I can't tolerate, it's slaves trying to escape. Even slaves who aren't legally slaves." 
 
    The overseers dragged Kadin and Faina toward the manor, paying no attention to their comfort. The closer they got, the more Kadin felt like he'd throw up. His legs didn't want to carry him. His mind ran nonstop, but only in useless circles. He couldn't think of anything. 
 
    Beside him, Faina looked pale. Kadin didn't know the consequences for aiding a Fireweaver, but he knew she would die now. Instead of saving her, he had doomed her. 
 
    Hot with anger, he turned to Andric. "You're disgusting." 
 
    Andric said nothing. 
 
    "If you're going to turn someone in as a Fireweaver," Kadin said, "you should just do it. Don't hold the threat over her so you can force her to have sex with you." His heart pounded in his ears. "You're like my father, the kind of person who preys on the weak." 
 
    Andric remained silent, walking ahead of the overseers. They entered the house and stepped into the vast sitting room, where the overseers shoved Kadin and Faina into wooden chairs. The men stood watch, looking menacing with their swords. Kadin squirmed in the chair, a cold sweat coming over him. He looked to Faina, but she couldn't meet his eyes. 
 
    When he tried to do another weave, he felt the strength of the shield. At the other side of the room, Andric picked up a large, smooth stone and closed his hands around it. Strange. 
 
    "That stone is like a Blue/Purple weave," Faina whispered in Kadin's ear. "He's using it so he can keep the shield going while he contacts the Sun Guard." 
 
    Kadin's stomach lurched. He had to act now. He couldn't evade the Sun Guard. 
 
    But what could he do? With more training, he might have been able to break through this shield. With more luck, he might have avoided detection. He had neither. 
 
    He tried weave after weave, but nothing worked. At last, Andric returned his gaze to them, smiling again. How could he enjoy sentencing Faina to death? Had he ever felt anything for her, or had he seen her only as someone he could dominate? 
 
    If Kadin ever got the chance, he would kill Andric. 
 
    "What happens to me for helping her?" Kadin asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    Andric's smile became wider. "You'll be executed right with her." 
 
    Kadin knew he was in trouble, but he hadn't expected that. Well, he had his potential to be a Sunlord. Maybe he could convince them to let him go if he revealed it, but would that be enough to free Faina? 
 
    It felt like an oppressive weight had settled over him, crushing him He couldn't stand the thought that he'd been so close to victory, only to be denied. Putting his head in his hands, he fought against tears. Faina deserved a better hero. 
 
    He wiped the tears away. He could not allow Andric and the overseers to see him cry. They were all facing him and Faina, waiting and watching. Through bleary eyes, Kadin looked beyond Andric, who stood at the back of the room, near a door hanging ajar. That door came slowly open, and Kadin's heart leapt. Was it Marell? 
 
    None of the overseers were watching the door, so Kadin didn't stare at it too long. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Marell step through the door. Marell gave Kadin a quick nod and pointed a finger at Andric's back. 
 
    Andric fell, screaming and writhing on the ground. As soon as the Orange casting hit him, Kadin felt the release of the shield. The overseers turned at the sound, rushing forward in Andric's defense. Kadin thought about manipulating the stone floor to trap them, but he'd used up his Yellow and Green reserves. 
 
    "Red and orange," Kadin whispered to Faina. "We have to keep them from getting to Marell." 
 
    They did the weave together. A wall of flames erupted in front of the overseers. A couple of the men grunted as they collided with it. They staggered backward, looking on with pale faces. A few turned toward Kadin and Faina, brandishing their swords. 
 
    "Don't even think about it," Kadin said. "Move a step closer and you'll burn." And he knew, with chilling certainty, that he meant it. It didn't matter that Andric had power over these people. They deserved to suffer for their abuses. What had Kadin and Faina ever done to them? 
 
    To Kadin's surprise, the overseers darted out of the manor. It appeared their loyalty only stretched so far. 
 
    "Let the weave go!" Marell said from the other side of the flames. "Andric's in no state to pursue us now, not with the pain I inflicted on him." 
 
    Kadin felt Faina release her weave, but he didn't release his. He had the chance now to kill Andric, and he meant to do it. Before he could change his mind, he shifted the wall of flame a few more feet. 
 
    "Marell, back away!" he said. 
 
    "Don't do this, Kadin!" Marell said. 
 
    But Kadin ignored him, sending the wall of flames to the spot where Andric lay writhing on the stone floor. When the flames hit Andric, he only moaned. Kadin held the flames there a long time, ignoring the protests from Faina and Marell. 
 
    Didn't they realize Andric deserved this? 
 
    At last, Andric made no more sound. Kadin let the weave go, and the flames vanished, leaving burn marks all across the floor. Marell stood on the other side, glaring with the sternest expression Kadin had ever seen. 
 
    "You didn't need to kill him," Marell said. 
 
    "You can't tell me he didn't deserve it." 
 
    Marell opened his mouth to respond, shook his head, then gestured for Kadin and Faina to follow. "Let's not debate it right now. We need to escape." 
 
    Kadin took one last look at Andric, now dead, then followed Marell and Faina out of the house. Beyond the door, in darkness broken only by Sunlamps, everything seemed peaceful. Where had the overseers gone? 
 
    Faina grabbed Kadin's shoulder. "I can't believe you did that." 
 
    "But he took advantage of you. What was I supposed to do?" 
 
    Marell's gaze was sterner than ever. "I said there's no time for debate. Where were you two trying to break through the fence? It's our best chance to get out of here." 
 
    "You're coming with us?" Kadin said, trying to calm his temper. He felt as though his blood were on fire. He felt capable of anything. 
 
    "Well, I've made myself a criminal now," Marell said. "I have no choice." 
 
    "It's this way," Faina said, leading them through the darkness. They avoided Sunlamps as much as they could, but Kadin still worried that people would be waiting for them where they'd created the hole in the fence. 
 
    They raced across the plantation. Kadin's blood was pounding in his ears. Soon they reached the hole. 
 
    "We still have some work to do," Kadin said. 
 
    Marell moved to the hole. "A little force should shift what's left. We probably don't even need Sunweaving." 
 
    He kicked at some loose rocks, and they crumbled away. Kadin and Faina did the same, and soon the hole was wide enough for them to fit. 
 
    "You two go first," Marell said. 
 
    Faina ducked through the hole, reaching the other side easily. Kadin followed, covered in sweat, his heart pounding. Then he looked back, waiting for Marell, who barely fit through the hole. 
 
    Once they all stood on the other side, Marell said, "Let's move." 
 
    They took off in a direction that Kadin had never been. 
 
    "Shouldn't we go back to Illindel?" he asked. 
 
    Marell shook his head. "They'll be looking for us in Illindel." 
 
    "Then where can we go?" Faina asked, her voice high-pitched with desperation. 
 
    "I don't know. You weren't supposed to attract so much attention. I shouldn't have needed to intervene to help you escape. I hope you're happy, Kadin. I hope it was worth it." He fell silent a long moment. "Now you'll have to tell them you're a Sunlord. It's the only way you can avoid execution. Faina, I had no idea you were a Fireweaver." 
 
    "I was trying to hide it," she said as they ran. "I'm surprised you're helping me." 
 
    "Unlike some, I don't believe Fireweaving alone makes a person evil." 
 
    Eventually, they could run no longer. They slowed to a quick walk, leaving the plantation far behind. Thus far, there had been no pursuit, but how long would that last? The more time that passed, the more Kadin thought back to that moment when he'd burned Andric to death. Kadin's anger no longer consumed him, and now he couldn't believe he'd done it. 
 
    "I'm a murderer," he said, struggling against tears. 
 
    Faina put a hand on his shoulder. "I know how that feels. It'll get better. It won't go away entirely, but you'll find you can live with it. You were right about Andric. He did deserve it. But I wish you hadn't been the one to do it. You were innocent, Kadin. Now you're not. No matter who you kill, once you do it, there's always going to be blood on your hands." 
 
    Kadin looked at his hands, as though he might see blood there. 
 
    "I won't argue about whether he deserved it," Marell said. "But it was foolish. By killing him, you made all of our lives much more difficult. We already faced stiff penalties for our actions, but the Sun Guard isn't usually all that dedicated to looking for runaway slaves or a single Fireweaver. But they can't ignore the murder of a Sunweaver." 
 
    Kadin's stomach twisted into a knot. He hadn't thought of that. Again, he felt as though a crushing weight had settled over him, trapping him. He wanted to cry, but he fought the urge. 
 
    "What can we do now?" he said, choking up. 
 
    Marell looked away. "I don't know." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Kadin said. "I should have had better control." 
 
    Marell smiled, but it didn't touch his eyes. "Now this is a situation where an apology is appropriate." 
 
    "Thank you for helping us," Faina said, pale in the dim moonlight. "How'd you do it?" 
 
    "Ever since I taught Kadin about Sunweaving, I've been watching him, waiting for him to show signs that he would be leaving. Most people wouldn't have noticed any difference, but today I could see the extra energy in Kadin as he went about his work. I knew right then that he'd try to escape tonight. I also knew that Andric suspected something." 
 
    "Why didn't you warn me?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "I knew you'd do it whether I warned you or not." 
 
    "True," Kadin said. 
 
    "So I kept watch, staying far enough away that no one would see me. When I saw them capture you, I knew they'd take you back to the manor and wait there for the Sun Guard, so I slipped inside and hid in another room with the door cracked open. Once everyone had their attention focused on you, it was time to act. You know the rest." 
 
    Kadin couldn't fight the tears any longer. "Thank you for helping us." 
 
    Marell's expression was hard. "You better make something of yourself, Kadin." 
 
    "I-I'll try." 
 
    "This is where I leave you," Marell said. "I don't know where you're going, but I can't go there with you. Sticking close to you is too dangerous. I'm sorry." 
 
    "I understand," Kadin said through tears. 
 
    Marell put his hands on Kadin's shoulders. "I wish you luck." 
 
    With that, he turned and strode away into the darkness. For so long, Kadin had felt mixed feelings toward Marell, but not now. Marell had been his hero, and Kadin couldn't stand to see the man go. He turned to Faina and saw that she was in tears as well. 
 
    "I didn't know him as well as you did," she said. "But he helped us at great personal risk." 
 
    "I know," Kadin said. "He's a good man." 
 
    Kadin had met so few of those. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28: The Sunlord's Prison 
 
    The day after she saw the guarded corridor, Rella came up with a plan. She pretended she wasn't interested in the corridor, pretended that all she cared about was acclimating to her new life and finding out if she was a Firelord. Meanwhile, she needed to find a way into that corridor. In a palace this old, there had to be secret passages. 
 
    But first they were testing her for Firelord abilities. Karik showed up in her chamber early that afternoon, looking at her with that relaxed, confident smile. She had already dressed for the occasion, wearing lighter clothes than she was used to. In a palace so warm, there was little need to dress in thick furs. 
 
    Karik led her through the stone-lined corridors, to a large chamber in a section of the palace she had not yet seen. One person stood in the stone chamber, an older man with a graying beard. His expression remained neutral as Rella and Karik entered. 
 
    "This is Firelord Talin," Karik said. "He teaches potential Firelords." 
 
    Talin gestured Rella toward him. "Don't expect preferential treatment because you're related to Firelord Atarin." 
 
    "I wouldn't expect anything of the sort," Rella said. 
 
    "Good," Talin said. "That's settled. Time to see if you're a Firelord. Sit down. Put your hands on the floor. Firelords can draw power from the core most easily if they're touching stone." 
 
    Rella did so, worried that this wouldn't work. She hadn't given much thought to whether she wanted to be a Firelord, but now she knew she'd be disappointed if she failed this test. After all, she might gain more freedom as a Firelord and be able to investigate things without drawing suspicion. Or at least without drawing as much suspicion. 
 
    "What am I supposed to do now?" she asked. 
 
    "This is going to feel odd, but I want you to weave every color." 
 
    Rella had never tried doing that before. Usually, weaving more than two colors resulted in nothing. Only Sunlords and Firelords could do anything with more than two colors, and only if they wove every color. She'd never thought she was anything special. 
 
    But she should have. How many people could do every weave? 
 
    With her hands pressed to the stone floor, she focused on every color, on weaving them together. It was strange at first, but then she felt incredible warmth. The heat didn't burn her, though it felt hot enough to do so. Instead, it filled her with energy. 
 
    "I think it's working," she said, trembling as the power coursed through her. 
 
    Talin smiled at last, but there was still no emotion in his voice. "Congratulations, Rella. You're a Firelord." 
 
    "What do I do now?" 
 
    "Release the power," Talin said. "Focus on letting the weave go." 
 
    Rella closed her eyes and concentrated as the power hummed through her. With a deep breath, she let it go and collapsed to the cold stone floor, struggling to move. 
 
    "You took on too much," Talin said. "Many Firelords do that the first time. I have to say I'm surprised how easily you did that. Most Firelords take much longer. Some have to do it for weeks, or even months, before they can do as well as you just did." He paused a moment. "Perhaps Firelord Atarin truly is your uncle." 
 
    Rella's arms complained as she pushed herself to her feet. "What exactly did that do?" 
 
    "Your powers combined with the energy you took from the core. It's the same thing the Sunlord does, but with the core instead of the sun. Your body increased the core's energy and returned that energy to the core. We need as many Firelords as we can get, or the energy of the core will eventually become too little to support the world. Either that or we'll have to stop using Fireweaving." 
 
    "How do I learn to control it?" Rella asked, wavering on her feet. 
 
    "It's a matter of practice and focus." 
 
    Rella turned to see that Karik was watching her. 
 
    "Well done," he said with a smile. 
 
    "I think you should rest now," Talin said. "You've proven you're a Firelord, and you'll need some time to recover your energy before you try that weave again." 
 
    Rella felt unsteady on her feet. "That sounds like a good idea." 
 
    As she left the chamber, she leaned on Karik for support. He felt strong and solid. She wanted to trust him, wanted to feel like she belonged here. A part of her did feel that way, but this wasn't home. She didn't have Tarell, Azira, or her father. 
 
    "Why are there so many Firelords?" she asked as they walked back toward her room in a slow rhythm. "After all, there are never many Sunlords." 
 
    "Sunlords are better at what they do," Karik said. "I'm not sure why. Just a few Sunlords, or even just one, can keep the sun going. It could be related to the difference in the energy sources. Sunweaving doesn't deplete the sun. It barely has any effect on the sun's energy because the sun, even as weak as it is, has a lot of energy. But the core doesn't produce as much energy. It's not even close. And with Fireweavers using that energy, we need to replenish it." 
 
    "I think I understand," Rella said, but she felt too tired to process his explanation. She'd think through it later. 
 
    Karik left her at the door to her chamber. She wanted to look at old palace building plans in the library, but exhaustion overcame her, and she sank into bed, falling asleep in seconds. 
 
    When she woke, she felt much better. Night had fallen, but that made little difference with all the Sunlamps. She stepped out of her chambers and made her way to the library, passing the guarded corridor on the way. The guards remained there, vigilant as ever, so she pretended the corridor was of no interest to her, and prayed that they'd believe it. 
 
    To her relief, the library remained open. She ducked inside, read their enormous catalog to locate the plans she wanted, then walked to that section of the library, checking that no one was watching her. She didn't see anyone, but her chest felt tight, and she glanced back every few seconds. 
 
    If Atarin found out what she was doing, he would probably kill her. 
 
    Even if he gave her the option of exile, she couldn't take it. Well, she could find a boat across the ocean, but that would be difficult because only a small part of the ocean was free of ice, and she'd have to go all the way to Hyrandel to find a boat. 
 
    And even if she did find a boat, the Sardek Empire was strict about letting Fireweavers in. Fireweavers were not persecuted there, but Lightweavers remained in charge, and they made sure not to upset that balance of power through admitting Fireweavers. 
 
    So Rella had to pray she wouldn't get caught investigating. One part of her mind told her she should let this go, but she feared what might happen if Atarin used the Sunlord to bring back Halarik. Perhaps Halarik wasn't evil back when he fought against Aralea, but Halarik had spent six hundred years alone in a misty, shadowy prison. He might be insane by now. 
 
    Still, even if she did find the Sunlord, how could she accomplish anything? 
 
    But that was a worry for another time. She thrust it aside and dug through the archives. Her search lasted hours, but she did find original plans, meticulously drawn and well-preserved. 
 
    She unfurled the dusty scroll and laid it upon a wooden table in a deserted corner of the library. The Sunlamp behind her battled the chill of a nearby draft, but she still shivered. The entire time she read, she felt like someone was watching her, but she convinced herself she was being paranoid as usual. She'd lived that way her entire life. 
 
    Due to the size of the palace, she had to scan the scroll for a long time before orienting herself. Once she figured it out, her mouth dropped open. 
 
    The palace contained many secret passages, and one of them led from her chambers to a room in the guarded corridor. These plans looked so old, battered, and dusty that they had likely been forgotten. Would anyone notice if she took them from the library? 
 
    No. She couldn't take that risk. Not until she was certain. 
 
    But she still had to learn how she could access these secret passages. She squinted, examining the minute writing littering the plans. Most of it was useless. Some of it was indecipherable. But after a while, she found what she wanted. 
 
    One small line of text next to a secret passage told her that a Firelord's weave would open any passage. Her heart climbed into her throat, and she struggled not to bounce with excitement as she memorized the secret route one last time. It started at the corner of her room, so she only had to find out what she was supposed to open. 
 
    Rella placed the plans back where she'd found them, then left the library and returned to her chambers. She went to the corner and looked for an entrance of any kind. An enormous wardrobe sat above where the passage should be. 
 
    "Please tell me I don't have to move that," she whispered. It might be possible with Green/Blue Fireweaving. Wood was a dead plant after all. All she had to do was use her Fireweaving to move the wardrobe's wood bottom out of the way. 
 
    Hopefully no one would notice. 
 
    She concentrated on the weave, and the wood split apart with a sharp crack. Her stomach lurched, and she stopped for a moment, but she heard no one approaching. She continued working the wood, making it curl away to reveal a giant hole. Through that hole, she could see a square marked out on the floor, indicating the entrance to the secret passage. 
 
    She bent low over the entrance, focused on weaving every color, and waited. A moment later, the rock shifted open, revealing a dark passage. She glanced back, as though someone might be watching over her shoulder, then she slipped into the hole, into darkness. 
 
    A quick Yellow casting illuminated the narrow, dusty passage. She pushed through spider webs. Even here in the Frozen Lands, spiders could find a place to live underground. Spiders had never bothered her, though. Some tales said there had been large, poisonous spiders back before Halarik weakened the sun, but those spiders had long since vanished. 
 
    The passage twisted along, and she stepped softly, afraid her steps might echo into the rooms and corridors above. In the narrow confines, the journey felt longer than expected. Her chest tightened, and her heart raced. What would she find on the other side? 
 
    At last, she came to the end of the passage. She held her Yellow casting above her head and saw another square marked into the ceiling. When she pressed her hand to it and did the Firelord's weave, the ceiling shifted open with a low rumble. 
 
    Hesitantly, she poked her head through the hole. The chamber above was much like hers, with lavish red carpets and rich wood furniture. The only difference was the man sitting at the edge of the bed, massaging his temples. He stared at her, shaking his head. 
 
    "Who are you?" he asked, leaning forward, his gaze more curious than worried. He looked close to fifty years old. His brown hair and beard were fading to gray. 
 
    She pulled herself out of the hole. "My name is Rella. And you are?" 
 
    "Zaren," he said. "I think you might know me." 
 
    Rella bowed her head in greeting. "It is an honor, Sunlord." 
 
    He chuckled. "I wouldn't expect someone around here to say something like that. Then again, you did just come crawling out of a secret passage. You're not like the others." 
 
    "I am a Fireweaver, if that's what you mean." 
 
    "No, that isn't what I meant," he said, beckoning her closer. "I can tell that you don't support them." 
 
    She settled down on the bed. "Well, I didn't come here of my own choice. It was discovered that I might be a Firelord." She hesitated. "I'm also Atarin's niece." 
 
    "I thought I noticed some family resemblance," Zaren said. "The hair especially." 
 
    "Then aren't you worried I might be working with him?" 
 
    "Perhaps a little. But I'll take the chance that you aren't." 
 
    "How did all this happen?" Rella asked. "Did Karik kidnap you?" 
 
    "Yes, he did. He planned this for a long time, he and Atarin. It's all part of a plan to bring back Halarik, and I'm afraid their plan will work." 
 
    Rella's stomach churned. 
 
    "To bring Halarik back, they need every Sunlord in the world to counteract the weave Aralea used to imprison him. To do this, they've been killing potential Sunlords, leaving me as the only one. When Atarin found out that Karik was a Fireweaver, he had people from Halarik's Chosen work to convert him to their cause. It was the perfect opportunity. No one would ever suspect the Sunlord's own son. 
 
    "So Karik came into the Sun Chamber around the time I was finishing my daily weave to restore the sun. I was too weak to offer any resistance. He loaded me into a wagon, concealed me beneath some boards, and rode away with friends of his. People we'd never had a reason not to trust. They were all powerful, so I was shielded every second of the journey. 
 
    "When we finally got here, Atarin advised me of what he wants to do. I knew immediately that I had no choice in the matter. If there were another Sunlord, I could kill myself and at least delay Atarin's plans. But as it is, I can't do that." 
 
    His expression sank, and he massaged his temples. He looked broken. 
 
    "What about escape?" she said. 
 
    "Do you have some plan that will get me out of here?" 
 
    "No. The passage I took only leads back to my own chamber. There are no windows, and the stone that makes up the palace has been reinforced. I can't do a Yellow/Green weave." 
 
    "And there it is," he said. "What choice do I have?" 
 
    "Maybe we could sneak past all the Fire Guards." But even as Rella said it, it sounded foolish. 
 
    "You don't believe that," he said, but there was no mockery in his voice. 
 
    "I can't just let this happen. We have to think of something." 
 
    "Quiet," he said. "There are guards stationed outside this room." He stroked his graying beard. "I can think of something, though. This room is shielded, but the rest of the palace is not. How good is your Blue/Purple Fireweaving?" 
 
    "Good. But I can't get a message back to Tarileth. It's too far." 
 
    "Do you know anyone a bit closer?" 
 
    "I do," she said, bouncing with excitement, but she kept her voice low. "I can get your message to her, and then she can pass it on to whoever you want." 
 
    "My son Deril. If I know him like I think I do, he's doing everything he can to find me." 
 
    "I'll tell her to get the message to him. What do you want me to say?" 
 
    He stroked his beard. "Let him know that I am here in Atarin's palace, alive and unharmed, but that I am being used as part of a plot to free Halarik. Repeat the details of this plot as I told you." 
 
    "Don't worry. I know the details. I also know we have only a few weeks." 
 
    "Yes, the anniversary. Make sure Deril knows that." 
 
    "I will," she said. "But isn't there some way we can stop this? Can't Deril do something to keep them from freeing Halarik? The thought of him returning terrifies me. After six hundred years, he might have gone insane." 
 
    "I agree with you," he said. "I've told Atarin he same thing, but he doesn't care if Halarik is insane as long as he shares his goals." He frowned. "Unfortunately, there's nothing we can do to stop this. The only way would be to find another Sunlord, but a Sunlord doesn't become one until they use their weave to restore the sun for the first time, and that can take years of training. Right now, we have no prospects." 
 
    "We can't give up. Maybe Deril can rescue you." 
 
    He laughed bitterly. "Our entire army couldn't get into Haladel, much less this palace." 
 
    He fell silent awhile, looking away from her. 
 
    "Are you all right?" she asked. 
 
    "I'm sorry if I sound so pessimistic. This experience has taken a lot out of me." He met her eyes. "But know this. You've given me a little hope. Perhaps there is some way Deril can rescue me. Perhaps there's another Sunlord we haven't discovered. But don't blame yourself if you aren't able to help me." 
 
    "I'll do everything I can," she said, and she meant it. 
 
    "Then go. The guards might check on me soon." 
 
    She gave him a quick bow and retreated to the passage, which she closed with another Firelord's weave. Soon she emerged on the other side, took a seat on her bed, and performed the Blue/Purple weave, contacting Kae. 
 
    Who is this? Kae sent. Her thoughts sounded sleepy. Is it you, Rella? 
 
    Yes, it is, and I have a very important message for you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29: Fugitives 
 
    "Where do we go now?" Kadin said, staring off into the darkness. 
 
    Faina had done a Yellow casting, producing a tiny ball of light, which made her face look pale. "I'm not sure where we can go. We're fugitives now." 
 
    Kadin looked down at the rocky ground. "I guess I should've thought about this." 
 
    "You did well enough to get us out of there. I can't say I'm sorry about that." 
 
    "I still can't believe I killed him," Kadin said. "It seems like a dream." 
 
    She looked away. "You need to hope it stays that way. Once the reality of it hits you, you're going to question yourself. You're going to feel terrible." 
 
    Kadin scuffed at the ground with his shoe. "I'm not so sure. He did deserve it." 
 
    "You still killed a man," she said. "That changes a person." 
 
    "Maybe," Kadin said, but he didn't believe it. In fact, the more he thought about what he'd done, the more he felt proud of it. Andric had preyed on the weak, on people he could control. Wasn't it only fair that such a man paid for his crimes? 
 
    Kadin thought of his father again, and felt a hot stab of anger. The man deserved to die as much as Andric. After all, if Kadin's father had been a Sunweaver, he would have treated people the same. 
 
    "We should head back to Illindel," Kadin said. 
 
    "They'll be looking for us there." 
 
    "What about your crime lord? Won't he help us?" 
 
    "I don't want to go back to him," she said. 
 
    "What choice do we have? We need protection, and he can provide it." 
 
    "Maybe you're right," she said, staring off into darkness. "We can try at least." 
 
    But her voice lacked conviction. 
 
    Kadin and Faina took a path that kept them well away from the plantation and the main road back to Illindel. Hours passed, and Kadin's feet began to ache. Their path was taking them toward his home, close enough they could make a brief stop there. 
 
    Close enough Kadin could make his father pay. 
 
    Around sunrise, the short stone fence came into view. Kadin stared over that fence, toward the small stone house in the center of the farm. Fury boiled within him. 
 
    "Is this where you lived?" Faina asked, a little hesitantly. 
 
    "Yes. My father's there. He's a lot like Andric. He needs to pay for what he's done." 
 
    "Don't do it, Kadin. Don't even think about it." 
 
    "Why not?" he said, rounding on her. "He deserves it. All these years, I swore I would make him pay for the way he beat me, the way he took advantage of my helplessness. I'm not helpless anymore. I can make him feel pain like nothing he's ever experienced." 
 
    "Don't you hear what you're saying? This isn't you, Kadin. You're still dealing with killing Andric. Don't put another murder on your conscience. You might like the idea right now, but you'll hate it later. Trust me on this. Please." 
 
    "I'm doing this," he said, heading toward the farm's gate. She tugged at his arm, but he pulled free from her grip. "Stop me if you want, but you'll have to try harder than that." 
 
    She called out, but she didn't restrain him. He stepped through the gate, his pulse pounding in his ears. Faint voices came from ahead as he strode toward the center of the plantation, pushing his doubts aside. This was a moment he'd dreamed about for years. He couldn't let anything stop him. 
 
    At the center of the farm, his mother and father were working together. They looked up as he approached. His mother's eyes widened, and his father's expression became severe. 
 
    "What in the core are you doing here, boy?" 
 
    "I escaped." 
 
    His father stomped toward him. "And you decided to come back here? Are you insane?" 
 
    "Maybe," Kadin said. "But I'm not the weak, useless boy you sold into slavery. Not anymore." He held up a hand, did a Yellow casting, then showed them the light at his fingertips. "Do you know why the Sunlamps always went out around me?" 
 
    "I don't care," his father said. "Now leave before you make it happen again." 
 
    "I'm a Sunweaver," Kadin said. "You were right. Mother must have slept with a Sunweaver at some point." He stepped toward his father, who backed away. "Do you know what an Orange casting does?" 
 
    His father's expression sank, and his eyes went wide. "Pain. Torture." 
 
    "Exactly," Kadin said, relishing the power he had over his father. "It's time you paid for all those years of beating me, of treating me like I was nothing, like I was useless. People like you are disgusting. You take advantage of those weaker than you. But not anymore." 
 
    He pointed a finger at his father and performed the Orange casting. His father fell, screaming and writhing on the ground. Kadin kept the casting going, putting as much power into it as he could. When he let it go, his father was whimpering. 
 
    "Kadin, stop!" his mother said, tears constricting her voice. "You don't want to do this." 
 
    But he did. He performed the casting, his entire body trembling with anger. His father screamed and screamed, looking at Kadin with pleading eyes. Kadin ignored the plea, keeping the casting going as long as he could. Nothing had ever felt so good. 
 
    Ralin and Tyrine had shown up now. 
 
    "Kadin, you don't want to do this," Tyrine said. 
 
    But he could barely hear her protests, barely register anything but the anger flowing through him. He did the casting, putting everything he had behind it. By now, his father had stopped screaming, and he lay there, moaning, his eyes glazed. 
 
    All sound stopped. His eyes closed. Kadin doubled over in exhaustion, sweat covering him despite the chill in the air. His entire body trembled. 
 
    "I hope you're happy, Kadin," his mother said, glaring at him through tears. "Your father's dead." 
 
    "He wasn't my father, and he deserved it." 
 
    "No one deserves that," Tyrine said. "What is wrong with you, Kadin?" 
 
    Kadin continued trembling. "How can you defend him? You saw the way he treated me. You all did. He was a monster!" 
 
    "You will regret this," Ralin said, eyes narrowed in anger. "They'll execute you." 
 
    Kadin barked a laugh. "They would have done that anyways." 
 
    He turned to leave, his stunned family staring at him with suspicion and loathing, but then he glanced back at his mother. "Who is my father, then?" 
 
    "I'm not telling you. You don't deserve to know after what you've done." 
 
    Kadin said nothing. He turned and strode away, covered in sweat. As he made the long walk back to Faina, the knowledge of what he'd done trickled into his awareness. Killing Andric had been a moment of pure, unplanned anger. Killing his father was a premeditated act. 
 
    As he returned to the fence, he became numb. It felt more than ever like he was walking in some kind of dream. Or nightmare. The air felt cold and empty, and tears came from his eyes. Slowly, his trembling subsided, and his thoughts stopped racing. 
 
    At the gate, he came to a stop, using the fence for support. All these years, he'd wished he could kill his father, but he'd never expected it to feel like this. Even now, so soon after the act, he could see the look in Tyrine's eyes. He had destroyed her image of him. No matter what happened, they could never again be what they were before. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder. Faina. 
 
    "I can't believe you did it," she said. 
 
    Kadin said nothing, leaning harder on the short stone fence. Try as he might, he couldn't keep the tears away. He pushed through the gate, then sank into Faina's arms. She held him awkwardly, as though she didn't know what to do. 
 
    "We shouldn't have come here," she said. "Not so soon after Andric." 
 
    Kadin lifted his head to meet her eyes. "What am I, some kind of monster? I might feel bad about it now, but when I was doing it, I enjoyed every second. I enjoyed seeing him suffer. It only seemed fair after everything he'd done to me." 
 
    "I told you, Kadin. Doing that kind of thing changes you." 
 
    He wiped a tear away, trembling so much he could barely stand. "We should get out of here." 
 
    In subdued silence, they marched away from the farm, toward Illindel. Kadin no longer cared if the Sun Guard arrested him. He deserved execution after killing his father. Those moments felt like they belonged to someone else, like some dark force had taken hold of him and made him act. He didn't want to think he could do such a thing. 
 
    The longer they walked, the more he wished he could take it back. Maybe his father had been terrible to him, but he hadn't just hurt his father. He'd hurt his mother. He'd hurt Tyrine. Faina wouldn't meet his gaze now. 
 
    Soon they reached Illindel, but Kadin didn't feel any better. He walked in a haze, following Faina's lead, and he no longer cared if Faina's old crime lord helped them. 
 
    "How did you get over it?" Kadin asked as they walked through a rundown section of town, where the stone buildings were crumbling and people didn't stop to chat. 
 
    Faina kept walking. "I didn't. I still haven't. Don't expect it to be easy." 
 
    "What if it's worse for me? You killed people because you were forced to. I killed people because I wanted to, and nothing will change the fact that I did it." 
 
    She sighed, looking away. "I don't know how it'll work for you. You'll have to do the best you can. I know that isn't very encouraging, but what else can I say?" 
 
    Kadin struggled against tears. Why hadn't he thought about the consequences of his actions? Aralea taught that murder was the greatest sin. Had Kadin sentenced himself to eternity in the core? Did it matter if he thought his murders were justified? Would he get a reprieve because he felt remorse? 
 
    Did any of that matter? Kadin had proven himself a monster. Maybe it would be best if he was executed. Then he couldn't do it again. 
 
    Faina stopped at the entrance to an alley. "This is the place." 
 
    Kadin blinked away his tears and stared into the alley. "Doesn't look like much." 
 
    "Most of the place is underground. Hopefully the guards will let us in." 
 
    Kadin heard the doubt in her voice, but he didn't care. Nothing mattered anymore. He followed Faina down the alley, until they reached the entrance to a large warehouse. Two men stood at the door, watching them approach with narrowed eyes. 
 
    "Who are you?" demanded the one on the left. 
 
    Faina looked pale. "It's me, Faina. I'm back." 
 
    The guard on the right looked at her. "It is you. You've grown up a bit." He turned his sharp gaze to Kadin. "And who is this with you?" 
 
    "Kadin. He's a friend." 
 
    "There might be a problem here," said the first guard. 
 
    "Why?" Faina asked, turning paler. 
 
    "You two are wanted criminals. You know Nalir's policy on wanted criminals." 
 
    Faina's voice was unsteady. "Can't you at least let us see him?" 
 
    "We can do that much," said the second guard. He opened the door to the warehouse and led them inside. Kadin followed, his stomach churning as they passed stacks of crates piled as high as the cavernous ceiling. The crates seemed like they formed a maze, but the guard knew where he was going. At last, he reached a door far on the other side of the warehouse. 
 
    They stepped through this door, then down some stone stairs. The room they entered next looked nothing like the warehouse. It was warm and inviting, with dozens of Sunlamps and cushioned chairs. The walls and floor were made of stone, but there were also carpets. This was a level of luxury Kadin had not expected. 
 
    "He's a very successful crime lord," Faina said. 
 
    "What did the guard mean about wanted criminals?" 
 
    "It's Nalir's biggest rule," she said. "You get caught, you're on your own. He can't have people associated with him getting in trouble." 
 
    "Then I'm guessing he won't help us?" 
 
    "Probably not." 
 
    The guard strode to a door at the side of the large chamber, passing people going about their business. Some looked up as though they might have recognized Faina. She responded with nervous smiles, keeping her attention on the guard in front of her. 
 
    After the guard knocked, Nalir called them in. Kadin followed Faina, glancing around in fear. He didn't like the idea of meeting a crime lord. Yes, Kadin was a criminal himself, but he was different. He didn't do it for a living. 
 
    Nalir sat behind a wooden a desk, a rare luxury. He looked up at them with a frown. "I was wondering when you'd come back to me, Faina. Sit." 
 
    There was no humor in his voice. 
 
    Kadin's legs trembled as he took a seat in a wooden chair, praying that the crime lord wouldn't ask him anything. Faina looked paler than ever, squirming in her own chair. 
 
    "I was hoping you'd return to me sooner, before you destroyed your life. Now I'm afraid I can't help you. You're an escaped slave, a Fireweaver, and part of a murder. I would be insane to take on that risk." He turned to Kadin. "The same goes for you." 
 
    Faina had tears in her eyes. "Isn't there something you can do to help us?" 
 
    Nalir scratched his short black goatee. "I can give you some advice. Get out of Illindel. It's too small. They expect you to be here. You might be able to get lost in the sheer size of Hyrandel. Then, of course, you could always go to the Frozen Lands." 
 
    "I'm not going to the Frozen Lands," Faina said. 
 
    "Then Hyrandel is your best option. I wish you luck." Nalir gestured for them to leave, and Kadin followed Faina out, feeling more downcast than ever. The guard led them out of the crime lord's headquarters, leaving them on their own. 
 
    "We need to be careful," Rella said as they walked out of the alley. "The Sun Guard knows what we've done. The sooner we get out of town, the better." 
 
    "Aren't you upset he didn't help us?" 
 
    "I never truly expected his help. I thought he might do something, but that was only a distant hope." 
 
    "Then what do we do now?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "I have no idea." 
 
    "We might as well try going to Hyrandel." 
 
    They walked the city streets, peering into every alley, expecting to see Sun Guards. Were their descriptions all over the city? How big were their bounties? They'd killed a Sunweaver, so they were more than the usual runaway slaves. 
 
    Toward the edge of the city, they encountered Sun Guards. They were blocking one of the streets leading out of the city. Had someone alerted the Sun Guard? 
 
    "What do we do now?" Kadin said, stopping in the middle of the street. 
 
    "We'll have to try another route." 
 
    But when they turned around, their path was blocked. Another group of Sun Guards was closing in on them, swords drawn. Kadin froze, glancing around in panic, his legs trembling. There were no alleys to duck into, no routes past the Sun Guards. Kadin might have been a Sunweaver, but he couldn't hope to escape so many. 
 
    "There's nothing we can do," Faina said. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have brought us here." 
 
    "I agreed to come. It's my fault too." 
 
    There was no more time for conversation. The Sun Guards had reached them. 
 
    "You're under arrest," one said. "Come with us." 
 
    They seized Kadin and Faina, wove shields around them, and led them to the edge of the city, where a horse-drawn wagon waited. The Sun Guards shoved them into the closed wagon, and two Sun Guards stepped in to watch over them. Kadin looked down at his knees. 
 
    Soon the wagon began rattling along the rocky road. Their guards didn't speak to them, and Kadin didn't feel like talking anyways. He felt like he deserved this. Faina didn't, though. There had to be some way he could save her. He couldn't live with the idea that he'd freed Faina only to have it end in her execution. 
 
    Maybe he was a Sunweaver, but he was still useless. 
 
      
 
    The wagon came to a stop a few days later when they reached a prison at the edge of Hyrandel. This wasn't the way Kadin had imagined arriving at the country's largest city. The Sun Guards led them out of the wagon, keeping their shields as strong as ever. 
 
    Kadin's next few minutes passed in a haze of depression. Before he knew it, he sat on the hard ground in a small cell. Faina had been taken to a cell in the next corridor over, but the walls were too thick for them to speak. When Kadin tried to use Sunweaving, he discovered a permanent shield around the cell. He'd never felt so powerless. 
 
    Being alone gave him too much time with his thoughts. The images of his father screaming, of his family's pleading looks, lingered in his mind. Then he saw Andric lying dead. Both men had deserved it, but Kadin shouldn't have done it. 
 
    He should have trusted in Aralea. She could decide how to punish people, not him. 
 
    By now, he had come to accept his execution. He could have told them he was a Sunlord, but he didn't deserve to be saved, and it wouldn't save Faina. Kadin had failed her in every way possible. What did it matter if he failed the world as well? 
 
    They already had a Sunlord. They didn't need another. 
 
    The days passed so slowly he wondered if time itself had stopped. All he had to look forward to was his execution, and he did look forward to it. His entire life had been misery. Faina and life on the plantation had brought him brief happiness, but that had all vanished. He had destroyed it himself. 
 
    It was time to face the consequences for his actions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30: A Deadly Enemy 
 
    Deril sat in a stone chair in front of Sondir's desk, hoping the Brotherhood's leader would see a way that Deril and Tiran could salvage their image as Brotherhood supporters. By now, Arna had surely shared the story of the strange rescue, and the Brotherhood members were much more likely to believe one of their Fireweaver comrades. 
 
    Deril explained the situation. When he finished, tense silence fell upon the room. 
 
    "How much do you think Arna suspects?" Sondir asked. 
 
    Deril scratched his clean-shaven chin. "I don't think our story convinced her at all. To be honest, I find it hard to trust her. She holds a very negative attitude toward Sunweavers. Do you think she might be a member of Halarik's Chosen?" 
 
    Sondir leaned forward, resting his elbows on the stone desk. "I have considered it. Her views are quite strong, as you noted. Nor is she the most forthcoming about everything she does." 
 
    "If you suspected her," Tiran said, "why'd you have her go with us?" 
 
    "Think about it," Sondir said. "On the one hand, you want to gain the trust of the moderates here in the Brotherhood. We might help you in your mission. On the other, you still don't know why Halarik's Chosen kidnapped the Sunlord. People like Arna might be members of Halarik's Chosen. If you'd gained her trust, you might've found some answers." 
 
    "So what do we do now?" Deril asked. "There's no way she'll ever trust us." 
 
    Sondir fell silent a long time, resting his beardless chin on his fist. At last, he said, "You're right. You'll have to find another way of learning why they took your father. Maybe there's something more in our archives." 
 
    "I doubt it," Deril said, restraining a wave of panic. "The information we needed was on that page my brother tore out. He knew someone would come searching." 
 
    "Unfortunately, I agree with you," Sondir said. "You two still need to gain the trust of us moderates, though. For that, you'll need to do another mission like this." 
 
    Tiran leaned forward in his stone chair. "Do we have to work with Arna again?" 
 
    "She's one of our best," Sondir said. "I know you don't like her, but she's always done her job well. I wouldn't want her as an enemy, but she's on the same side. She wouldn't put a mission at risk simply because she doesn't trust you. You can trust her that much." 
 
    "I'm not so sure," Tiran said. "She was threatening to kill us." 
 
    "But that was after the mission," Sondir said. 
 
    Deril stifled a bitter laugh. "Well, we do have to survive these missions if we're going to rescue my father. Wouldn't it be easier to have us work with someone else?" 
 
    "You'll just have to make sure you don't make her suspicious," Sondir said. "This next mission will be highly difficult. We need our best, our most talented. Those are Davin and Arna, and now you two. Either you learn to work with Arna, or you go after your father on your own with no idea why they took him and no way to save him. It's your choice." 
 
    Deril clenched his fists in his lap and took a few deep breaths. He didn't need to show his anger. "I don't understand. The fate of the world could be at stake here. Are you willing to risk that on someone you don't quite trust?" 
 
    "You think the fate of the world is at stake," Sondir said. "You don't know. But I do know that the lives of innocent Fireweavers will be threatened in the next few days. My job is to save the people I know need saving. I've stretched a lot of my values to help you because I think this could be important, but you can't expect me to change everything." 
 
    "I understand," Deril said, but he burned with anger. 
 
    "Good. Then let's talk about the next mission." Sondir cleared his throat again. "In three days, the Hyrandel prison will be holding one of its mass executions. Included among those to be executed are four Fireweavers. It'll be your job to break them out of prison before the execution. You'll have to do this the day of the execution, when there will be a lot of activity, and therefore a lot of chaos and confusion." 
 
    "There will still be Sun Guards," Tiran said. "I won't kill them." 
 
    "Then your job will be harder," Sondir said. "They won't hesitate to kill you." 
 
    Deril rose from his chair and glared at Sondir. "I think you're taking advantage of our abilities. All you have to do is order the Brotherhood to help us, and they'll do it. You're their leader, aren't you? But no—you have to make us do things where we could kill innocent people. What do you want us to prove? We're not with you, and we never will be!" 
 
    Tiran stood and put a hand on Deril's shoulder. "Calm down." 
 
    "Why should I calm down?" Deril said, pulling away. "You've said the same things, Tiran. You're as skeptical of Sondir's goals as I am. It's time he told us what he really wants." He rounded on Sondir. "I want answers. Now." 
 
    "Sit down," Sondir said, gesturing at the stone chairs. Though he sounded calm, there was a hint of irritation in his expression. 
 
    Deril took a seat, but he didn't want to. Tiran settled down beside him. 
 
    "I don't blame you for doubting me," Sondir said, leaning on the desk. "I won't lie to you anymore. I have been intrigued by how your talents might help us. There are few people, Sunweaver or Fireweaver, as strong as you, Deril. And, Tiran, you are quite strong in your own right. Your experience as a Sun Guard is also valuable. I hoped I could use you." 
 
    "I don't like being used," Tiran said. 
 
    "No one does," Sondir said. "But you have to look at this from my perspective. Yes, I wanted to use you, but I also wanted proof I could trust you. I'm a Fireweaver and a Council member. Trust doesn't come easily for me. I respect your mother, Deril, and I respect Daine, but I have to see for myself whether someone is trustworthy." 
 
    Deril could understand that, but Sondir's behavior angered him. He should have said right away what he intended for them. Then again, he was a politician. Should Deril have expected anything else? Tiran always had told him he was a bit naïve. 
 
    "And have we earned your trust now?" Deril asked. 
 
    "You have, but not in the way I expected. You had all the reason in the world to abandon that last mission, and you didn't. You simply came up with a new way to do it, putting yourselves at great risk. Arna might not respect that, but I do." 
 
    "Then give us the help we need," Deril said. "It's in your power." 
 
    "If you go through with this next mission, I won't ask for anything else. I promise." 
 
    "Can I trust that promise?" Deril asked. 
 
    "I never promised anything before. I am promising now, and I keep my word." 
 
    Deril turned to Tiran. "What do you think?" 
 
    "We're still at a disadvantage here," Tiran said, "but I think he sounds sincere." 
 
    Deril took a deep breath, wishing he had other options. He clasped Sondir's hand, and they nodded, sealing the promise. Sondir could still break the promise, but people tried to stand by formal promises like this. 
 
    "I'll have more details for you later," Sondir said. "For now, I think you should rest. You'll need your energy for the mission." 
 
    After such a long day, Deril was eager to see his bed. He and Tiran excused themselves from Sondir's presence, then strode across the Brotherhood's large central chamber, heading toward their room. Deril hadn't realized how exhausted he was until now. His legs felt like lead. His eyelids were drooping. Perhaps that was why he'd snapped at Sondir. 
 
    Deril was about to step through the door when Tiran jerked him backward. 
 
    "Why'd you do that?" Deril demanded. 
 
    "Because you aren't paying attention," Tiran said. "Someone threatened to kill us today. Don't you think she might try to follow through on that threat, or that someone else might do it for her? As I walked across the room, I was reading heat signatures, checking if anyone was using Fireweaving. No one was, but look at the door. Weave Orange and Yellow." 
 
    Deril did so and stepped back in shock. Someone had prepared a strong Red/Orange weave. If Deril had stepped through that door, he would have burned to death before he could raise a shield. His heart pounded. 
 
    "Arna did this," he said, trembling. 
 
    "But she didn't do it alone," Tiran said. "The weave's too strong for one person." 
 
    "At least we have some proof that Halarik's Chosen are here with us." 
 
    "We do," Tiran said. "But we knew that already. Let's just disable the weave." 
 
    Deril and Tiran worked together, weaving Yellow and Blue and directing their shields at the doorway. It took a long time to dissipate the weave. Deril glanced back at the main chamber, noting that a few people were watching them, disappointed perhaps. 
 
    Deril stepped into the room, checking for additional hidden weaves. He and Tiran relaxed only once they determined it was safe. 
 
    "We should inform Sondir," Deril said. 
 
    "Maybe he'll believe our suspicions now." 
 
    "I wouldn't guarantee that," Deril said. 
 
    He and Tiran left the room, checking for hidden weaves. After they knocked on Sondir's door, he called them in. 
 
    "Back so soon?" he said with a puzzled frown. "What is it?" 
 
    "Someone just tried to kill us," Deril said, leaning against the back of a stone chair. He felt like he needed to check his surroundings every few seconds. His legs were shaking. 
 
    Sondir leaned forward with a grave expression. "What happened?" 
 
    "Someone prepared a Red/Orange weave in our doorway," Tiran said. "I caught it in time, but it was strong enough to kill us. We think Arna was behind it." 
 
    Sondir narrowed his eyes. "And you have proof of this?" 
 
    "No," Deril said, fighting to keep his frustration off his face. "But you have to think it's rather suspicious. She threatens to kill us and then someone tries to kill us. Too coincidental." 
 
    Sondir scratched his clean-shaven chin. "But the weave was too strong for one person. There's a good chance it was someone else, possibly those members of Halarik's Chosen among us. Perhaps they've figured out who you are." 
 
    "Or Arna is working with them," Tiran said, pacing at the side of the room. 
 
    "I'm not going to turn against a member who's been loyal for years," Sondir said. "Not without proof. Give me proof and I'll listen. I'll keep your suspicions in mind, but the best I can do is suggest that you be very cautious." 
 
    "I'm really beginning to doubt your motives," Tiran said. 
 
    This time, Deril felt he had to calm the situation. He put a hand on Tiran's shoulder. "We're not going to change his mind. I don't like it either, but we are outsiders here. We'll just have to find that proof." 
 
    Inside, though, Deril was seething. It felt like they were putting themselves in grave danger for nothing. Every day that passed was another day his father could die. Deril didn't care what anyone said. Fireweavers, especially those in Halarik's Chosen, were unpredictable. They might even risk the end of the world if they thought it would prove a point. 
 
    "You two should get some rest," Sondir said. "I'll have someone I trust keep watch over you. Someone who would never be a member of Halarik's Chosen." 
 
    "And you're certain you can trust this person?" Tiran said. 
 
    "Yes. But if you're so suspicious, you can also sleep one at a time, though I imagine that would grow annoying after a while. The choice is yours." Sondir frowned. "But remember this. You want to work with these people. You want them to trust you. If they're going to trust you, you have to show that you trust them." 
 
    "It's too risky," Tiran said, still pacing. Deril had never seen his friend so agitated. 
 
    "No, he has a good point," Deril said. "I think it's a risk we have to take." 
 
    Tiran rounded on him. "Someone just tried to kill us. It's not the time to take unnecessary risks. Some people might be willing to jump off cliffs, but I'm not one of them." 
 
    "I know that I'm not always the most cautious person," Deril said, "but we have to take some risks if we're going to save my father, and this is one of those risks." 
 
    Tiran walked to the corner of the room, looking away. "Maybe you're right. But that doesn't mean I have to like it. Let's pray we can trust Sondir's judgment." 
 
    "You can," Sondir said. "Don't worry. I'll send someone to guard you." 
 
    "Thank you," Deril said, turning to leave. They returned to their rooms, checking the door for additional weaves. There were none. Then they waited until their guard showed up. To Deril's relief, it was Davin. 
 
    "I'll make sure no one tries anything like that again," Davin said. 
 
    "Aren't you a bit tired from the mission?" Deril asked. 
 
    "I already rested a bit. I'll rest more once you're done. Sondir figured I was about the only person here you trusted at all. I'll be nearby, trying to guard you without making it look like I'm doing so." 
 
    Davin stepped out of the room and took a seat nearby. Deril closed the door behind him. Though Deril should have felt anxious, all he wanted to do was sleep. He and Tiran prepared for bed and settled down under their thick fur blankets. 
 
    Deril was about to fall asleep when a faint buzzing began in his head. Someone was contacting him through Blue/Purple Sunweaving. Was it his father? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31: The Condemned 
 
    Who is this? Deril sent, sitting up in bed. 
 
    My name is Kae, sent a woman's voice. You don't know me, but I have a message from your father. He is being held at Firelord Atarin's palace in Haladel. 
 
    Deril's chest felt tight. And how do I know I can trust you? How do I know you aren't trying to fool me into doing something that will endanger my father? 
 
    You'll have to trust me, she sent. I am not involved with Firelord Atarin or Halarik's Chosen. I am a member of the Brotherhood of Fire in the Frozen Lands. Yes, I am a Fireweaver, but that doesn't mean you shouldn't trust me, or at least consider what I have to tell you. 
 
    Deril leaned forward, kicking his legs against the side of the bed. All right, I'm listening. 
 
    I know why they kidnapped your father, she sent. When Aralea sacrificed herself to imprison Halarik, she constructed her weave so that every Sunlord in the world would be needed to break it. That's why Halarik's Chosen have been eliminating all potential Sunlords. They wanted your father to be the only one remaining so that they could kidnap him and force him to free Halarik. 
 
    A chill washed over Deril. As much as he didn't want to trust Kae, her story felt like the key piece of information he'd been missing.  
 
    It gets worse, Kae sent, as though noticing his alarm. The way the weave works, it can only be broken on the anniversary of Halarik's imprisonment. That anniversary is twenty-seven days from now. She gave him the exact date. So you have to come up with a plan by then. 
 
    And how can I be sure any of this is true? Deril sent. 
 
    Can you afford to believe it isn't? 
 
    She had him there. In truth, he'd always suspected something like this. He didn't like the time pressure, though. How could he come up with a plan to rescue his father in such a short time? 
 
    How do you know all this? Deril sent. 
 
    I recently befriended a young Fireweaver from Tarileth, Kae sent. Her name is Rella, and she faced a situation where she had to flee to the Frozen Lands. Because she's a potential Firelord, she was forced to go to Firelord Atarin's palace. She wasn't happy about it. While she's there, though, she's doing as much as she can to disrupt Atarin's plans. She found your father in the palace and heard from him what Atarin is planning. 
 
    And how did she find him? Deril sent. Didn't they have him guarded? 
 
    She found a secret passage that led to his chambers, Kae sent. Apparently, the palace has many of those, and people have forgotten about them over the years. 
 
    Deril's stomach lurched. Wait! Secret passages, that might be what I need. Kae, can you tell this Rella person to continue looking for these secret passages. I know there's no way we can win a battle against Atarin, but maybe we can sneak in. 
 
    I will tell her that, Kae sent. 
 
    Thank you, Deril sent, trusting her for some odd reason. Is there anything else I need to know? 
 
    I don't think so. Goodbye, and good luck. She terminated the connection. 
 
    I'll need it, Deril thought, trying to ignore his churning stomach. He stepped across the room and woke Tiran, who looked up at him, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    "What is it?" Tiran asked. 
 
    Deril took a breath, then explained everything Kae had told him. Tiran listened silently, his eyes growing wider and wider. By the time Deril finished, Tiran was shaking his head. 
 
    "This is not good," he said. "How can we manage anything in so little time?" 
 
    Deril wished he had an answer. "I don't know, but we have to try." 
 
    "Are you sure you trust this woman?" 
 
    Deril chewed on his lower lip. "For some odd reason, I do. This is the first real clue we've had about why they took my father. It fits with what we suspected. Now we just need some help." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Tiran asked. "If we're going to sneak into the palace, we don't need all these Fireweavers on our side." 
 
    "Yes, we do. We'll need their help to get to Haladel. Without them, we probably won't make it a day without getting arrested. They'll be suspicious of anyone they don't recognize, and they'll check to see if we're Sunweavers." 
 
    Tiran looked away. "I suppose you're right, but I wish there were some way we could get that help without doing what we have to do tomorrow." 
 
    "I don't like it either, but we have no choice. Now that we know what they're doing, we have to do anything we can to stop them. I can't imagine a world with Halarik returned. He's spent six hundred years in prison with nothing but his anger for a companion. If he returns, I have the feeling he's going to exact revenge on those who imprisoned him." 
 
    "I know," Tiran said. "It's a scary thought, isn't it?" 
 
    "Let's get some sleep. We're going to need it." 
 
    But Deril struggled to sleep. He tossed and turned all night, trying to think of some way they could save his father. The more he thought about it, the more he realized how unlikely it was. They'd need a miracle, and with Aralea dead, there wasn't much hope of that. 
 
      
 
    Deril felt groggy the next morning as they began their preparations for infiltrating the prison. They met up with Davin and Arna in Sondir's office. Arna looked at them with undisguised anger and distrust, and Deril returned the same look. 
 
    At the side of the office were four Sun Guard uniforms. 
 
    "How'd you get those?" Tiran asked. 
 
    "We didn't kill anyone," Sondir said. "The Sun Guard has more than they need." 
 
    Deril glanced warily at the uniforms. "So that's our plan? Pretend to be Sun Guards and walk right in? It seems too simple. Surely they'll know something is wrong." 
 
    Sondir leaned on his desk. "With all the chaos of the execution going on, getting in shouldn't be too hard. Getting out is the part you should be worried about." 
 
    Tiran was pacing at the right side of the room. "Actually, it shouldn't be too hard. I was stationed at the prison for a year. I know a secret passage that leads out of the prison. It was meant for emergencies, but I'm sure we can use it." 
 
    "Very good," Sondir said. "That could make things a lot easier." 
 
    "It still won't be easy," Davin said, leaning against the stone wall. 
 
    Tiran continued pacing. "You're right. They've used Sunweaving to reinforce many of the prison's defenses. We'll have to be careful." He stopped. "I also know of a way to get through the city if things get too chaotic. There's a path through the sewers." 
 
    "I know of this path," Sondir said. "There's an opening that leads right here into the Brotherhood headquarters." He retrieved a dusty scroll from his desk and unfurled it. "Here. Let me show you how to get here." 
 
    They spent the next half hour or so going over their plan. How they would sneak in. Where the prisoners were located. How to enter the secret passages that would lead them to safety. They inspected the plans for the prison. noting where guards would be stationed. 
 
    Sondir also led them to the place where their secret passage would come out. That way, they could identify the weave guarding the entrance now and recognize it later. 
 
    By the time they finished, Deril felt more doubtful than ever. This was insane. How could they risk getting themselves killed or arrested with so much at stake? 
 
    Once Davin and Arna left to make final preparations, Deril sat down across from Sondir and recounted what Kae had told him last night. Sondir tried to maintain a calm mask, but Deril could see alarm in the man's eyes. 
 
    "Well, it is what we expected," Sondir said, "but I don't like the time pressure." 
 
    "Do you know of this Kae person?" Tiran asked. 
 
    Sondir stroked his chin. "Actually, I do. From what I've heard about her, she's a dedicated member of the Brotherhood. She wouldn't be working for Halarik's Chosen. You can trust her." 
 
    Deril exhaled with relief. "Good." 
 
    Of course, he had his doubts about Sondir. Could Deril trust the judgment of any Fireweaver? Perhaps they were all working for Halarik's Chosen. It didn't seem likely, but he had to prepare for anything. He felt suffocated by all his worries, worries he didn't need right now. 
 
    And then there was Arna. Would she betray them today? 
 
    Over the next hour, Deril and Tiran finished their preparations. It was the first time Deril had ever worn the armor of a Sun Guard, armor that felt bulky and limited his mobility. 
 
    "How can you stand this armor?" he asked Tiran, struggling to balance. 
 
    "You get used to it after a while." 
 
    "Yes, it's not my favorite thing," Davin said, but he looked like he'd grown accustomed to it. Deril hoped he'd adjust before reaching the prison. Nothing would attract attention like Sun Guards who looked uncomfortable in their armor. His heart climbed into his throat. 
 
    "Are we ready now?" Arna said, pacing, looking more comfortable in the armor, as though she might have impersonated a Sun Guard before. "We have three hours until the execution." 
 
    They checked in with Sondir, went over their plan again, then left the Brotherhood headquarters. Arna wasn't acting as combative today, but that didn't make Deril feel better. Perhaps she already had something planned. 
 
    The prison stood at the northern edge of Hyrandel. The four of them walked through the streets, and crowds parted for them, as they always did for Sun Guards. On the way to the prison, they went through the poorest parts of the city, where the stone buildings looked ready to collapse. Yellow/Green Sunweavers rarely made it to places like this. 
 
    Deril kept his posture tall, his walk commanding. He'd lived around Sun Guards his entire life, so it wasn't too hard to impersonate them. As they walked, Tiran assured him he looked the part. 
 
    At last, they arrived at the prison. It was a giant stone structure stretching so far Deril could barely see where it ended. It was only about two stories tall, but at each corner, there were towers from which Sun Guards could keep an eye on everything. Somewhere in the middle was a small courtyard where some prisoners were allowed occasional recreation—under constant supervision, of course. 
 
    A guarded tunnel beneath the wall led to this courtyard. Soon people from the city would flock through that tunnel to watch the executions. Deril had never understood why people wanted to watch prisoners hang. Did they hate Fireweavers that much? 
 
    Two Sun Guards flanked the main gate, watching the party approach. Deril's chest tightened, and he worked to keep the anxiety off his face, telling himself that the guards didn't look like they suspected anything. 
 
    "Here for the execution?" asked the guard on the right. "You can check in inside and to the left." He chuckled. "Not sure why we have to have so much security for these things. Most of these people are lowlifes. No one gives a damn about them." 
 
    The other guard cleared his throat. "Well, there are Fireweavers among them." 
 
    "The Brotherhood wouldn't dare to steal prisoners on the day of the execution," said the first guard. 
 
    "And why is that?" said the second. "Because we have so much security?" 
 
    Deril tried to keep his expression neutral. He was hovering somewhere on the line between panic and laughter. If only they knew what was being planned. 
 
    "You never know," said the first guard, ushering them inside. "Perhaps today will be your lucky day. I doubt it, though. Executions are usually boring." 
 
    "Boring executions are the best kind," Tiran said. 
 
    They stepped into the prison but didn't turn to the left to check in. The Sun Guard registering them would consult the master list of Sun Guards, and he wouldn't find their names anywhere. Then they would fail right away. Instead, they had to hope no one would stop them. There were so many Sun Guards that it was possible. 
 
    But that didn't make Deril feel any calmer. 
 
    They walked along bright corridors lit by countless Sunlamps, passing many Sun Guards. No one spared them a second glance, and the tightness in Deril's chest eased a little. 
 
    However, they couldn't speak as they worked their way deeper into the prison. Too many people stood nearby, in position to overhear anything they might say. 
 
    Tiran led the way. They'd all memorized the prison's plans, but Tiran had a more intimate knowledge of the place. He looked pale, though, probably worried that someone might recognize him. It had been a few years since he was stationed here, but a few people from that time surely remained. 
 
    "Don't worry so much if they recognize you," Deril whispered in his ear. "They'll think you're here for the execution like everyone else." 
 
    "I know, but I don't like the thought of being recognized." 
 
    The corridors branched in every direction, a confusing maze. Deril would have been lost if not for Tiran's guidance. The first section of the prison they needed to find was located toward the back and off to the right, almost as far from the entrance as they could go. The second section was also toward the back, but a little closer to the middle. 
 
    When they reached the corridor dividing these two sections from one another, they split up. Deril and Tiran took the section to the left while Arna and Davin moved off to the right. They had argued a great deal about who'd go where. In the end, Deril had decided that he could trust only Tiran. Even Davin could be a member of Halarik's Chosen. 
 
    Deril chuckled silently. I'm getting like Tiran, suspicious of everyone. 
 
    How could they betray him, though? Anything they'd do to alert the Sun Guard would put them in danger as well. Or did Arna have a plan that would keep her and Davin safe? 
 
    Deril and Tiran reached the entrance to their destination. The door stood open, and stone steps led downward into a darker corridor lined with cells. Two Sun Guards stood at the door, watching Deril and Tiran approach. 
 
    "You here for the prisoners?" asked the one on the right. 
 
    Deril froze, heart pounding. Could they talk their way through this? 
 
    "Yes," Tiran said, but his face was pale. 
 
    "Where are your papers?" asked the second guard. "The captain should've given them to you." 
 
    Deril exchanged a quick glance with Tiran. Then Tiran pointed a finger at the guard on the right, and Deril caught the faint shimmer of a shield. When the guard tried to call out for help, the shield silenced him. Good. Tiran had thought of everything. 
 
    The other guard looked flustered, glancing around with wide eyes. "What are—" 
 
    But Deril put a shield around him before he could get any more words out. Then he glanced back, noting that the corridor was deserted, and drew his sword. He and Tiran placed their swords to the guards' necks at the same time.  
 
    The guards' eyes were wide. 
 
    "Do what we say and you won't get hurt," Deril said, holding his shield steady. He had woven it in such a way that they could hear him but they couldn't speak themselves. Similarly, Deril and Tiran could touch the guards with their swords, but the guards couldn't do the same. 
 
    Deril could feel his guard working to disable the weave. In such a confrontation, the stronger Sunweaver usually won, but Deril had to be careful. 
 
    He glanced at Tiran. "How're you doing?" 
 
    "I have it under control. Let's move." 
 
    Deril heard distant shouts, but he put them out of his mind, leading the guard down the steps and into the narrow stone corridor lined with cells. He had memorized which prisoners they had to free. There were two of them, crucial members of the Brotherhood. Deril led his guard to one of the cells while Tiran marched his to the other, a few feet away. 
 
    "Unlock the door," Deril said to his guard, pushing him so that the shield would extend far enough into the cell that the man could insert the key in the lock. 
 
    The guard pulled the key from his belt and unlocked the door. The Fireweaver inside, a middle-aged woman, darted out of the cell with wide eyes. 
 
    "Did the Brotherhood send you?" she asked. 
 
    Deril nodded, then glanced down the corridor, watching as Tiran's guard unlocked the other cell. The Fireweaver there, a young man, glanced around as he stepped out of the cell. 
 
    "Let's get the guards into the cells," Tiran said. 
 
    Deril turned to his guard. "Drop the key." 
 
    The guard did so. 
 
    "Now step away from it." 
 
    The guard moved away, and Deril grabbed the key, glad these guards could see when they were outmatched. However, those distant shouts sounded again, and they weren't so distant anymore. Had someone been alerted already? 
 
    Deril nudged his guard into the cell and locked the door. When he turned, he saw that Tiran had done the same. Now the two of them stood with the freed Fireweavers. 
 
    "What now?" asked the woman. "I'm glad you freed us, but I know you can hear the Sun Guards coming as well as I can." 
 
    "There's a secret passage out of the prison," Tiran said. 
 
    "But where is it?" asked the man, looking toward the entrance to the corridor, where the voices and hurried footsteps were growing closer. Deril's legs trembled. 
 
    "It's in the next section of the prison," Tiran said, "but we can't get there directly." 
 
    The man pointed toward the approaching sounds. "Well, the only way out's going to be swarming with Sun Guards soon, so I hope you have another plan." 
 
    Deril's heart pounded. "I don't think we do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32: An Offer of Aid 
 
    Kadin stood at the bars of his cell, watching the strange scene unfold. Lost in misery, he hadn't noticed anything unusual at first, but now he saw that these people were in trouble. Loud voices and hurried footsteps were coming from the dungeon's entrance, echoing against the gray walls. 
 
    "Well, we need to think of something," said the woman who'd been freed. 
 
    One of the men in a Sun Guard uniform glanced toward the entrance, his face lined with worry. "I have an idea, but I'm not sure it'll work." He turned to the other fake Sun Guard. "You have more experience with this place than I do. Can we manipulate the stone to block the entrance?" 
 
    "We can try, but there are strong protections." 
 
    "Well, we don't have any other choice." 
 
    Kadin didn't know who these people were, but he felt tense watching them. They couldn't be too bad, as they hadn't killed the real Sun Guards. The two of them stood closest to Kadin's cell, ignoring him, and he couldn't blame them. He didn't deserve their help. 
 
    The four people set their gazes on the entrance, and Kadin knew they were performing a Yellow/Green weave. The stone corridor rumbled, but the rocks didn't shift enough to block the opening. The four people looked around, their faces pale. 
 
    "We can't do it," said the first fake Sun Guard, sounding like he was on the verge of tears. He stood right next to Kadin's cell. The freed Fireweavers stood closer to the steps.  
 
    "No," said the other false Sun Guard. "We have to think of something." He lowered his voice to a whisper. "Maybe we can tell them about the Sunlord's kidnapping, about how they're planning to use him to free Halarik." 
 
     "And then kill him," whispered the first, looking down at the ground as though he'd experienced a horrible revelation. "After they free Halarik, they won't need him anymore." He shook his head. "Telling them wouldn't work. They'll think we're making it up to protect ourselves. We'll have to tell them everything. What we've done. What my mother is. We can't do that." 
 
    The second put his hand on the first's shoulder. "I have the bad feeling you're right." 
 
    The voices outside the corridor had grown closer. Louder. 
 
    Kadin's heart pounded. Had these people really mentioned a plot to kill the Sunlord and free Halarik? Why would anyone do that? Regardless, if the last remaining Sunlord was going to die, the world was in a lot of trouble. 
 
    How could Kadin have been so selfish, wallowing in his misery like this? He should have seen that the Sunlord couldn't live forever. 
 
    "Maybe I can help," he said, peering toward the entrance as the footsteps grew closer. "I'm a talented Sunweaver. Very talented." He took a breath, then spoke in a low voice. "I can feel the sun." 
 
    The two fake Sun Guards both looked on with wide eyes. The second was shaking his head, but the first took the key and unlocked Kadin's cell. 
 
    "You better be telling the truth," the man said. 
 
    "I am." Kadin looked him in the eyes. "Now let's block that opening." 
 
    They performed the weave again, but this time Kadin added his help. Now that he was out of his cell, he was free of the shield around it. He had good light reserves remaining, so he put everything he had behind the Yellow/Green weave. 
 
    Now the stone rumbled more fiercely. The real Sun Guards reached the entrance and were about to race down the stairs when the heavy stone arch above them collapsed, burying them. They looked alive, though. Good. Kadin wasn't sure he could handle more murders on his conscience. He and the others kept the weave going, and more and more rubble crowded the doorway, blocking it. 
 
    Kadin looked to the first fake Sun Guard, the one who'd let him out and who seemed like the leader. "Now, before we find this secret passage you were talking about, you need to free a friend of mine. She's a talented Fireweaver, so she can help us." 
 
    "All right," the man said. "I owe you a debt for this." 
 
    Heart pounding, Kadin took off running with the rest of the group. They raced to the end of the corridor while rumbling came from behind them. It wouldn't be long before the Sun Guards broke through the stone barrier. At the end of the corridor, they took two turns to the left, entering an area with more cells. 
 
    "Faina, where are you?" Kadin called out, trying to restrain his panic. 
 
    "Here! What's going on?" 
 
    "No time to explain," Kadin said. 
 
    The leader of the group raced to Faina's cell and inserted the key in the lock. Kadin's stomach lurched for a moment. What if this set of cells required a different key? Voices and rumbling came from behind. Louder. Had the Sun Guards broken through already? 
 
    At last, the door creaked open. Faina rushed out, looking skinnier than ever, her face pale. 
 
    The leader turned to the other fake Sun Guard. "Now where's the secret passage?" 
 
    "We'll have to break through the wall here," the man said, touching a blank spot of wall right next to Faina's former cell. "Let's hope we have enough to do it." 
 
    "I can help," Faina said. 
 
    "Good," said the leader. "We'll need it." 
 
    Without a word, they began working on the wall. Kadin had no idea how much he and Faina were adding as they fed their power to the others, who were more skilled at Yellow/Green weaves. Kadin wished he knew more about Sunweaving than he did. 
 
    The wall rumbled, and cracks formed in the grayish stones. Kadin kept his concentration fixed on the weave. He tried to ignore the sound of footsteps, now in the dungeon. 
 
    The wall blew open with a sharp crack, and they rushed into the corridor on the other side—a similar corridor containing more prison cells. They stopped and did another weave, this time filling the hole they'd created. There was no time to make it perfect, but it looked like it would hold at least a few seconds. 
 
    The second fake Sun Guard pulled the group to the right, then stopped before a blank stretch of wall. He touched his hand to it, and it rumbled open, revealing a dark passage. They all rushed into the passage before the same man closed it behind them. 
 
    "No time to rest," said the leader. "They know how to get in too." 
 
    The group took off at a sprint, making their way by the light of Yellow castings. Kadin's heart pounded, and sweat drenched him despite the chill in the air. The passage twisted along, so narrow that only two people could run side-by-side. Angry shouts came from behind, then heavy footsteps. 
 
    Cool air whipped at Kadin's face. His legs complained after days of little exercise, and his breathing came in sharp gasps. How much longer was this secret passage? 
 
    "What if they're waiting for us on the other side?" said the leader. 
 
    "They shouldn't be," said the other fake Sun Guard. "Yes, they've probably contacted others to stop us, but it'll take them a few minutes to get to the exit." 
 
    "Let's hope you're right," said the man they'd freed as they raced along the passage. At last, they came to a dead-end. The second fake Sun Guard touched the wall here, and the passage rumbled open like before. This time, he didn't bother closing it. 
 
    They rushed out into the afternoon sunlight. After the darkness of the passage, the dim sun shone like dozens of Sunlamps. Kadin's eyes took a few moments to adjust to the glare. 
 
    Once they did, he saw that they were in the heart of Hyrandel, standing in a back alley. The leader pulled them into a different alley a few streets away. There, he and his friend removed their Sun Guard uniforms. 
 
    "They'll be less likely to spot us this way," said the leader. 
 
    "Where do we go now?" Kadin asked, trying to convince himself this wasn't a dream. 
 
    The leader hesitated a moment. "Brotherhood headquarters." 
 
    Kadin glanced at Faina, who'd turned paler than ever. He remembered that she wasn't sure the Brotherhood would accept her, but what choice did they have now? 
 
    Catching his breath, Kadin ran with the rest of the group. They stuck to the alleys, which were plentiful in Hyrandel. Kadin's breathing became sharper, painful even, but he ignored it. He'd been given another chance, a chance he hadn't known he'd wanted, and he couldn't waste that chance. 
 
    "Wait!" said the leader's friend. "We're at the sewer entrance." 
 
    He put his hand against an area of stone darker than the rest of the street. From behind came the sound of voices—the Sun Guards closing in on them. Kadin felt more trapped than he'd ever felt at home or on the plantation. 
 
    The ground rumbled open, revealing a dark hole. 
 
    "This isn't going to smell good," said the leader's friend. "It's the sewers." 
 
    "Anything's better than getting caught," said the woman they'd freed. 
 
    They all jumped down the hole, hitting the stone ground about eight feet below. Kadin's legs buckled, and he skinned his knees, but he hopped back to his feet. The smell of the sewers assaulted him, and he gagged as he pulled his shirt over his nose. 
 
    The leader's friend touched a spot on the wall, and the hole above them closed. "This should confuse them," he said. "I think we'll lose them in here." 
 
    I sure hope so, Kadin thought, trying not to throw up. 
 
    They took off running, guided by Yellow castings. The smell became more and more unbearable as they wound their way through the twisting corridors. The walls were moist, and thin vines clung to them. Every now and then, a disgusting cloud of air hit them. 
 
    "We should stay above the actual sewage," said the leader's friend. "These passages were built specifically so that people could get around the city in an emergency." He hesitated a long moment. "Now let's hope I remember which direction to go." 
 
    Kadin hung toward the back of the group, feeling like he didn't belong. Faina ran beside him, and neither of them spoke. He felt so relieved to see that she might escape execution. That was all that had bothered him during the wait for his own execution. She didn't deserve that fate, not like him. 
 
    But then he remembered what he'd heard about the Sunlord. He had no idea if it was true, but now he understood how important he might be. 
 
    And he'd intended to throw himself away without even trying. 
 
    However, he still couldn't banish the sound of his father's screams, the image of Andric dying in that fire. Maybe the world did need Kadin, but that didn't mean he deserved to live. He would live to do his duty, the greatest duty of all, and that was it. As a Sunlord, he would have the chance to protect everyone from the world's worst fate. 
 
    Extinction. 
 
    The farther they ran, the more Kadin felt sickened by the smell. Chamber pot duty back home had never smelled this bad. Even with his shirt over his mouth, he gagged from time to time. Vomit rose in his throat. 
 
    They had to be careful. Many holes dotted the path. Without their Yellow castings, they would have fallen into one of these holes, and into the sewage beneath. 
 
    "We should be close now," said the leader's friend. "I didn't get as much time as I'd have liked to look at the path, but I think it should come out into the Brotherhood's headquarters right around here." 
 
    He ran his hand along the walls for a long time, feeling for something. 
 
    Kadin stepped closer to the leader. "What's he doing?"  
 
    "Feeling for the exit. There's a way you can recognize weaves, especially if you already know how it feels." He walked over to the wall and did the same. 
 
    The rest of the group watched in silence. No shouting came from behind, no hurried footsteps. Still, Kadin wouldn't allow himself to become too hopeful. Even the best-conceived plans could go wrong. 
 
    "Found it!" said the leader's friend, holding his hand against a section of the wall that looked no different from any other. A few moments later, the wall rumbled open. They stepped through the opening, then closed it behind them. 
 
    "Where are we now?" Kadin asked. 
 
    The leader turned to him. "A storage cellar. Brotherhood headquarters." He stepped closer and put his hands on Kadin's shoulders. "Were you telling the truth earlier? Can you feel the sun?" 
 
    "Yes, but I don't know how to be a Sunlord." 
 
    "What were you doing in prison?" the leader said. 
 
    "I killed a slave owner, aided a Fireweaver, and killed my father." 
 
    "Hmm, you don't seem like a bad kid to me." 
 
    "Well, the slave owner was raping Faina here," Kadin said. "She's the Fireweaver I helped. And my father was an abusive bastard who almost killed me before he sold me into slavery." He held back tears. "I know that doesn't justify what I did." 
 
    Faina put a hand on Kadin's back. "You need to stop blaming yourself." She met the leader's gaze. "And he is telling the truth about being a Sunlord. He mentioned his ability to feel the sun long before he knew what it meant. One of our overseers, a Suncaster, told him the truth about this ability." 
 
    "I don't know how it's possible," the leader said, stepping away from Kadin. "But we have bigger issues to deal with right now." He turned to his friend. "Let's report to Sondir." 
 
    Kadin followed the rest of the group up the stairs and out of the cellar. They entered a large stone room where dozens of people were sitting and talking. Some of them glanced up, and Kadin didn't like the way they looked at the party. Too suspicious. 
 
    "Are you sure these people are your friends?" he asked. 
 
    The leader didn't meet his eyes. "No, not exactly." 
 
    The man led the group to a door at the side of the chamber and knocked. A man called for them to enter. Kadin wasn't sure what to do, so he followed everyone else. 
 
    The man behind the desk looked up as they entered. "Good, you're back." 
 
    "It didn't go well," said the leader. "Sondir, I think Arna might have betrayed us." 
 
    "And what makes you think that?" 
 
    "We did our part of the operation perfectly. The Sun Guards we took hostage didn't make enough noise to alert anyone. But then they somehow knew where we were." He paced the room. "I have the feeling Arna betrayed us so she could make her job easier." 
 
    The leader's friend cleared his throat. "And I have a feeling I might know why she betrayed us." 
 
    Everyone looked at him. 
 
    "If she's part of Halarik's Chosen," he said, "she must have worked closely with your brother. You two look similar enough that someone could make the connection. I think she's known all along who you really are." 
 
    The leader's face paled. "I think you might be right." 
 
    "Well, Arna should be back shortly," Sondir said. "We'll see what she has to say." He turned his gaze to Kadin and Faina, who stood in the corner of the room. "Who are you?" 
 
    "They're the reason we managed to escape," said the leader. "He's a Sunweaver, and she's a Fireweaver. When they added their weaves to ours, it gave us enough power to break through some of the walls." 
 
    Sondir fixed his stern gaze on Kadin. "And how do I know I can trust you?" 
 
    "I don't care that you're Fireweavers," Kadin said. "Faina's my closest friend, and she's a Fireweaver. I don't think it matters where someone gets their powers" 
 
    "Very well," Sondir said, rising and stepping across the room. "Now let's get out and wait for Arna. I need to hear what everyone has to say." 
 
    The leader tried to hide his fear, but Kadin could see it in the man's eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33: The Battle of the Brotherhood 
 
    Deril accompanied Sondir out into the central chamber, where people were watching him with suspicion. How many of them were involved with Arna and Halarik's Chosen? How many of them might know Deril's true identity? As much as he wanted to ignore Tiran's theory, he couldn't. He and his brother were identical after all. 
 
    The only difference was their hair. Deril wore his short while Karik wore his long. They had begun that at a young age, looking to separate themselves from one another. 
 
    In truth, they'd never gotten along that well. Sure, they'd tolerated each other, but that was it. Deril had always been so serious, Karik so casual. It was hard to believe that Karik harbored such hostile views toward Tarileth.  
 
    How much had Halarik's Chosen poisoned him? 
 
    Deril glanced back. The two Fireweavers they'd rescued had stepped off to the side. He didn't know what to think of them. They hadn't spoken much. Standing behind him were Faina and the boy who claimed to be a Sunlord. Deril would figure out what to do concerning them, but that would have to wait until later. 
 
    Voices came from the chamber's entrance. Deril tensed and watched as Davin and Arna strode into the chamber, two Fireweavers hanging close behind them. 
 
    Arna's eyes widened, and Davin froze at the chamber's threshold. After a moment, Arna recovered, switching to her usual stern expression. That surprise had been there long enough, though. Sondir must have seen it. 
 
    Davin hadn't recovered his composure. "How'd you two get back here?" 
 
    Deril stepped closer. "Secret passages. It wasn't easy, though, not after you two betrayed us." At Arna's fake puzzlement, he continued. "I know you did it. There's no other explanation for why the guards were so quick to pursue us. You were hoping to get rid of us." 
 
    "It's true," Davin said. "That's what Arna wanted. It wasn't what I wanted. Once she warned the Sun Guards, though, there was nothing I could do to stop it." 
 
    Sondir, standing close to Deril, narrowed his eyes. "Is this true, Arna?" 
 
    "Yes, it is. I think it's time we stopped playing games. It's time for Halarik's Chosen to rise up and take command of the Brotherhood." She turned her gaze to the rest of the chamber. "It's time for everyone to reveal their true loyalties." 
 
    "Not just yet," Deril said, holding up a hand. Everyone froze, watching him. Once silence fell, he continued. "I can play this game as well. No doubt some of you know who I am. I believe Arna does, after all."  
 
    He looked her direction. 
 
    "I knew from the moment I first saw you." 
 
    "My name is Deril Anduri. I'm the Sunlord's son, and I'm here because Halarik's Chosen have kidnapped the Sunlord and taken him to the Frozen Lands, where they hope to use him to free Halarik from his prison. I know you're all Fireweavers here, that you might feel some loyalty to Halarik, but how stable do you think Halarik is after six hundred years of suffering alone in prison? That's a risk we can't take." 
 
    The room had fallen silent, and Deril had no idea what anyone was thinking. He took a deep breath, his throat suddenly dry. 
 
    "Recently, I learned how they intend to return Halarik to our world. When Aralea sacrificed herself to imprison him, she created a weave that could only be broken if every Sunlord in the world worked together. I understand now why Halarik's Chosen have been killing potential Sunlords. It was all part of this plan. My father is the only Sunlord left. If they can force him to perform the weave necessary, Halarik will return." 
 
    Arna's mouth was a thin line. "And that's exactly why we should allow this to happen." 
 
    Murmurs broke out, some approving, some disapproving. It looked like opinion split almost evenly. Deril shuddered, wishing he had better numbers on his side. If this continued much longer, it would turn into a battle. That, it seemed, was Arna's intention. 
 
    Deril took a deep breath, then continued. "Our best hope of stopping Halarik's return is a mission deep into the Frozen Lands, a mission that will take us to Firelord Atarin's palace. That has always been my goal while I've been here. I needed help to rescue my father, and potentially save the world. Remember this. Halarik is the one who weakened our sun. We can't risk letting him go free." 
 
    More murmurs passed through the crowd, and Deril's legs trembled. Sondir gave him a quick nod, but most of the people weren't meeting his eyes. Had Deril made a terrible mistake in revealing everything? In truth, he didn't know why he'd done it. 
 
    "I think I did the wrong thing," he whispered to Tiran. 
 
    "No, it's the right thing. Arna was going to force this confrontation regardless." 
 
    That didn't make Deril feel better. He tried to calm his quivering legs as he glared at Arna, waiting for her next move. Her expression remained impassive. 
 
    At last, she said, "You've heard both sides of this. Do you want to side with the Sunweavers, your oppressors, and save the world they've created? Or do you want to side with us and remake a world where we are not persecuted?" 
 
    Deril felt sick to his stomach. When she stated her case like that, it sounded almost good enough that he could see her side. All he had told them was that Halarik might have gone insane in six hundred years of imprisonment. Her argument had all the emotional appeal. 
 
    "Stand by me if you intend to support me," she said. "Everything Deril said is true. We intend to bring back Halarik and reclaim the world. Stand by me if you want freedom." 
 
    Deril's mouth felt drier than ever. "Stand by me if you want to see a world where Sunweavers and Fireweavers can live together. I'll agree that you've been unfairly oppressed, and I intend to change that now. But becoming the oppressors yourselves is not the right choice. Putting your faith in a god who might be insane is risking the entire world. 
 
    "You might be Fireweavers, but I'm sure many of you have friends and family who are Sunweavers and Suncasters. If you allow Halarik to go free, he will kill these people. Every single death, every bit of suffering he causes, will be on your conscience. I don't know about you, but I could never live with that knowledge. 
 
    "I recently discovered that my own mother has always been a Fireweaver. I'll admit that I hated her at first, but now I've realized I love her as much as I always did. In fact, I admire her courage. I see her as a much stronger woman than I ever thought. 
 
    "And my time here has shown me that Fireweavers are not the evil monsters I once thought. Fireweavers are nothing of the sort. You are simply people who got your powers from a different source. And I was one of the strongest supporters of the Church of Aralea you could find. I believed what they taught me, that people like you were evil." 
 
    Deril took one last deep breath. "And if I can change my mind, anyone can. Together, we can create a world where Sunweavers and Fireweavers live together peacefully." 
 
    To his amazement, Deril believed every word he'd said. Before this speech, he hadn't decided how he felt about his mother, about Fireweavers in general. Now he knew, without a doubt, that he would do everything he could to bring the world together. 
 
    He swept his gaze around the room. "Stand with me if you want peace." 
 
    "Enough talk." Arna said. Her mask had faltered, and worry lurked behind her eyes. She clearly wanted to stop the conversation before he could convert too many to his side. "It's time for you to decide." 
 
    Sondir stepped between Deril and Arna. "Isn't there some way we can settle this peacefully? You're going to destroy the Brotherhood if you let this battle happen." 
 
    Arna barked a laugh. "That's the point, Sondir. For too long, the Brotherhood has been unable to decide where its loyalties lie. One of us has to win. Fireweavers can't live on divided." 
 
    "Very well," Sondir said, backing away and shaking his head. 
 
    Deril's stomach churned. Could he handle a battle so soon after escaping from the prison? He concentrated on his light reserves, noting that his Yellow and Green were almost gone. With so little Yellow left, weaving shields would be a struggle. 
 
    "How're your reserves?" he whispered to Tiran. 
 
    Tiran bit his lower lip. "Not much yellow and green left." 
 
    "Damn." 
 
    Someone tapped Deril's shoulder. "I think I've got a lot left." 
 
    Deril turned to see the boy who claimed to be a Sunlord. "You can't participate in this. If you are what you think you are, you are too important. You can't risk yourself." 
 
    "But I can help," he said. 
 
    Faina put a hand on his shoulder. "He's right, Kadin. You aren't very experienced with your weaves. You'll put too much at risk if you try to help." 
 
    Around the room, people were talking. Some had already moved to join Arna. Others had joined Deril. He didn't want to think about how many would aid his cause. Yes, he'd delivered a convincing speech, but surely these people would side with Arna. They were Fireweavers after all, whether or not they supported Halarik's Chosen. 
 
    Deril grabbed Kadin by the shoulders. "I know you want to help, but you need to listen to her." He looked at Faina. "You may help, though." 
 
    "I'll do what I can." 
 
    Only a few people remained in the center of the chamber, as though hesitant to take sides. Some strode toward the exit, but most stayed in the room. The numbers looked close to even. Perhaps a few more stood at Arna's side, but Deril couldn't be sure. 
 
    The last few people finally decided. Two went to Arna, one to Deril. Just when it seemed everyone was done, Davin left Arna's side. She watched him go with narrowed eyes. 
 
    "I thought you loved me," she said. 
 
    Davin turned back to her. "I'm sorry, but I can't love what you're doing." 
 
    "Thank you," Deril said, putting a hand on his shoulder. "That couldn't have been easy." 
 
    "Doing the right thing rarely is." 
 
    Deril surveyed the two groups, making a quick count. Eleven people stood on his side, including him, while Arna's group consisted of twelve. To his relief, Kadin had drifted toward the back of the room, but the boy looked like he wanted to fight. 
 
    "I can't believe this," Sondir said. "A fight in our own headquarters." 
 
    Arna's face was a frozen mask. "We do what we must. Sacrifices are sometimes necessary." 
 
    Without warning, a wall of flame burst to life at the front of the group, engulfing Deril, Sondir, and Tiran. Deril reacted, weaving as much of a shield as he could manage, but the fire burned against his skin. He staggered backward from the heat. 
 
    A quick glance to the right. Tiran remained standing. Sondir didn't even look singed. 
 
    No time to plan. Deril wove Red and Orange, sending his own wall of flame at the opposing group. Most of them cast shields, but a few caught on fire and danced around, trying to extinguish the flames. Then the chaos began. 
 
    Weaves flew back and forth like nothing Deril had ever seen. Walls of flame. Bursts of lightning. The ground itself trembled and cracked, opening holes that briefly trapped people on both sides. He threw every weave he had at his enemies, barely conscious of what he was doing. 
 
    It wasn't long before his Yellow ran out and he could no longer weave shields. Someone kept him protected, though. Perhaps Kadin. That was a way he could get involved in the battle without putting himself in too much danger. 
 
    Deril's heart pounded. Sweat drenched his clothes. The room was aglow with the light of flames, awash with the sound of grunts and screams, of curses and exclamations. 
 
    Something hot burned against Deril's face. He recoiled as the room became brighter than ever. Yelling. Explosions. Earthquakes. It all blended together in a mess of confusion. At times, he bumped into furniture. Most of the time, he had no idea where he was. 
 
    The two sides had blended together now. Those with swords were hacking at opponents indiscriminately. The shouting became louder than ever. Deril tripped over a body lying in front of him as smoke filled the chamber, obscuring everything. Whose body was it? 
 
    No. He couldn't think about that right now. 
 
    A man came rushing at Deril, ready to plunge his sword through Deril's chest. Coughing, Deril dodged the lunge and stabbed his own sword through his opponent's heart. When he removed it, the man hit the ground, moaning and writhing. 
 
    Deril retreated but fell again. Now it seemed like people might trample him in the chaos. Someone kicked him hard in the side, cracking a rib. Sharp pain stabbed through him, and for a moment, he thought he might black out. 
 
    But he got to his feet, each cough sending excruciating pain through his ribcage. Everything in the room that could burn—plants, scattered wooden furniture, books—was on fire, and the smoke was thicker than ever, almost suffocating. Deril retreated, trying to find a spot where his vision would be clearer. How could anyone know whom to attack in this chaos? 
 
    "Someone put out the damn fires!" Arna shouted over the din. 
 
    Most of the flames burned toward the center of the chamber, but the smoke had filled the rest of the area. Everyone stopped fighting, and people rushed off into another part of the building, then returned shortly with buckets of water, which they threw on the fire. 
 
    "Let's end this," Sondir said, stepping to the center of the room. "You've made your point, Arna. We don't need this unnecessary bloodshed." 
 
    Arna's expression was hard. "This is only a reprieve. I will take over the Brotherhood, and there will be changes. The world will soon be very different, and it needs a leader like me." 
 
    Soon the fires were extinguished, but the smoke remained thick. Deril used the momentary calm to check on the wounded. Two Fireweavers on his side were dead. Others had suffered injuries but remained capable of fighting. So far, everyone he cared about remained alive, but how long would it remain that way? 
 
    Deril stepped to the back corner of the chamber, close to Sondir's office, where Kadin stood. 
 
    "You look like you've been fighting," Deril said, giving Kadin a sharp look. 
 
    "It's hard to stay out of the fight," Kadin said. He sounded so young, so fragile. It was hard to believe this boy had killed two people—even harder to believe he might be a Sunlord. 
 
    "Well, try your best." 
 
    "I've been shielding you mostly," Kadin said, withering beneath Deril's gaze. "But some of the people have gotten back here and attacked me. I have to defend myself." 
 
    "I know that," Deril said, checking that no one could hear him. "But you have to be especially careful. If I can train you to become a Sunlord, then we won't have to worry about Halarik returning at all. There will be two Sunlords." 
 
    "But I thought I was already a Sunlord," Kadin said. 
 
    "Not yet. Not until you first feed the sun with your own power." 
 
    Kadin's eyes became wide. "You're saying I could prevent all this?" 
 
    "Yes, and that's why you need to stay safe. Leave the chamber if you have to." 
 
    Kadin glanced toward the smaller rooms off to the side, then returned his gaze to Deril. "No, I can't do that. I need to protect you. How else will I train to be Sunlord?" 
 
    Deril's chest tightened. He hadn't thought of that. Only two people in the entire world were familiar with Sunlord training—him and Karik. In better times, the Sunlord spent much of his day training potential Sunlords, dozens of them. Not two. 
 
    "Just make sure you're safe," Deril said. "Please." 
 
    "I'll do my best." 
 
    Arna's voice rang throughout the room. "I think we've rested long enough. It's time to settle this." 
 
    Deril focused on his reserves, which had almost dwindled to nothing. Likely, the Fireweavers had recovered some of their power, but Deril couldn't regain his reserves without going out in the sunlight. 
 
    "You ready?" he asked Tiran. 
 
    "No, but what choice do we have?" 
 
    Deril scanned the faces of those remaining on his side. In the preceding chaos, they had suffered fewer losses than Arna's people, but that didn't make Deril feel better. He looked across the smoky room, toward Arna's group, and shuddered. Arna was busy conferring with them, likely planning something terrible. 
 
    Deril turned to Tiran. "We need our own plan." 
 
    "No time for that." 
 
    Deril looked back to see Arna striding toward him. "Deril Anduri, I challenge you to a duel. Anything is allowable. Castings. Weaves. Swords. Even fists if you so desire." 
 
    "Why challenge me?" Deril said. 
 
    "You took leadership of your side, and we've decided that we might actually want to end this. It's a shame to spill Fireweaver blood. The rules are simple. If you win, we'll surrender. If I win, your group will surrender." 
 
    "We agreed to no such rules," Deril said. 
 
    "No, but I can see that your side is exhausted and inexperienced. Those of us in Halarik's Chosen have trained much more. We knew a day like this would come. We worked to make it happen. If we resume this battle, your side will lose. And I don't wish to spill more Fireweaver blood." 
 
    "You don't know that we'll lose," Deril said, but he knew it was true. He could see the exhaustion in Tiran's eyes, the fact that many of the best fighters on his side lay dead. For all his power, Sondir was a politician, not a warrior. Davin was good, but he was the best they had. Faina looked ready to collapse. Kadin had orders to stay out of the battle. 
 
    Sondir stepped forward, grasping Deril's shoulder. "She's right. If there's a way to handle this without killing anyone else, we have to take it." 
 
    "We should be allowed to choose our champion," Deril said, turning back to Arna. 
 
    "You're not in a position to bargain," she said. "This duel is your only chance." 
 
    And it's a sure victory for you, Deril added silently. "I suppose I have to accept." 
 
    "Good," Arna said. "My people will cast a shield around the duel. If you attempt to harm them in any way, we will battle again, and you will lose." 
 
    Deril turned to his group. "Do you accept these terms?" 
 
    They nodded wearily, covered in sweat and soot. He felt the same way. With his cracked rib and depleted light reserves, he stood no chance. That was why she'd agreed to the duel. It was a way for her to escape with the fewest casualties on her side, a way that would ensure her victory. 
 
    He took a deep breath. "Then we duel." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34: The Duel 
 
    Deril and Arna cleared a large spot in the center of the stone chamber, and then Arna's Fireweavers cast the shield around them. It shimmered in the air, and Deril felt trapped. His chest tightened. Every breath sent shooting pain through his ribs. 
 
    Arna stood opposite him, her face set in grim determination. He glared at her, faking confidence he didn't feel, and checked his light reserves. He had a lot of Red and Orange remaining, but his Yellow and Green were gone. Blue and Purple would do him no good in a duel. 
 
    When he twisted his body, he grimaced at the pain from his cracked rib. How could he use his sword when every movement was excruciating? 
 
    He met Arna's gaze. "Are we conducting this by official dueling rules?" 
 
    "If you insist." 
 
    "I do," Deril said. "What colors can you weave?" 
 
    "I can cast and weave with every color but Purple." 
 
    "I can cast and weave every color," Deril said. 
 
    Arna showed no reaction. "May we begin now?" 
 
    Deril nodded, wishing he could find some way to delay this—or better yet, escape it. Kadin was right about one thing; there was no one else in the world who could train him. Deril couldn't think about that, though, couldn't afford to add more pressure to an already difficult situation. 
 
    Arna attacked first, sending a wave of fire at Deril. He couldn't weave a shield, so he cast Green instead, trying to negate the heat of the flames. They burned against his skin, but not so hot that they'd do damage. When the flames died, he did his own Red/Orange weave. 
 
    Flames surrounded Arna, but she raised a shield that kept them from touching her. Deril held the weave steady, trusting in his powers, his talent. Perhaps he could outlast her. At some point, she would deplete her Yellow and Green reserves, and then she'd be vulnerable. 
 
    Or at least he hoped so. 
 
    His heart pounded, and sweat drenched him. He kept the flames going for a long time, monitoring his Red and Orange reserves. For the moment, he had enough. 
 
    Arna remained behind her shield, which held steady, the flames flying around it. Her expression was confident, and Deril worried that he might have met someone too powerful to defeat. After all, Red/Orange weaves depleted light reserves faster than Yellow/Blue weaves. Any offensive weave was more tiring than a shield. 
 
    It might take a while, but he would lose. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Kadin stood in the back corner of the chamber, legs trembling as he watched the duel. Faina hung beside him. Toward the front of the group, Tiran looked like he wanted to intervene. 
 
    Kadin felt the same way. Only Deril could teach him how to be a Sunlord. Without Deril, the world was in trouble. But what could Kadin do? That Fireweaver, Arna, had made the rules very clear. No one could intervene in the duel. All they could do was watch Deril die. 
 
    "We have to do something," Kadin said, meeting Faina's worried gaze. 
 
    "I'm trying to think of something, but I have no ideas at all." 
 
    "Well, someone has to do something. We can't just let Deril die." Kadin stepped forward and put a hand on Tiran's shoulder. 
 
    Tiran jumped. "Don't startle me like that." 
 
    "Sorry," Kadin said. "You probably know about these things a lot better than I do. Is there any way Deril can win this battle? It looks like they're battling to a draw right now." 
 
    Tiran didn't meet Kadin's eyes. "The weave Deril is doing will run out before Arna's shield does. Then he'll be vulnerable. I think he used a Green casting to survive her flames earlier, but she knows that now. She'll use a Red/Yellow weave next, and he can't block that." 
 
    Kadin's chest tightened, and his legs felt wobbly. "That's the field of lightning, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yes, and without a shield, he's defenseless." 
 
    "Then we have to do something to help him," Kadin said, heart pounding. Tiran looked away, deep in thought. 
 
    At the other side of the chamber, the Fireweavers were all focused on holding the shield around the duel. They wouldn't be ready for a surprise attack. 
 
    Kadin turned back to Tiran. "We have to attack them. It's the only way." 
 
    "That'll start the battle again. We won't win." 
 
    "Not if we manage to kill them first," Kadin said. He didn't like the thought of killing, but it was necessary. It wasn't like his father, or at least that was what he told himself. 
 
    Deril looked weaker than ever as he kept the flames going. He could barely stand, and even from a few dozen feet away, Kadin could see that Deril was shaking. 
 
    "We have to act now," Kadin said, beckoning Faina and the remaining Fireweavers to them. 
 
    "We can't do this," Tiran said. "It dishonors the duel." 
 
    "I don't care about honor," Kadin said, gripping Tiran's shoulder. "Deril is the only person who can teach me to be a Sunlord. That could be the only way to keep Halarik from returning." 
 
    Tiran chewed on his lower lip, casting another anxious glance at the duel. "I don't like it, but you're right. We have to take the risk." He turned to the rest of the group, keeping his voice low. "Red and Orange." 
 
    The others nodded, and Kadin prepared alongside them. He focused on a Red casting, hoping it would turn into a Red/Orange weave as it had before. Like he had in the prison, he thought about joining his weave with everyone else's. A strange feeling he didn't understand. 
 
    Flames erupted at the other side of the chamber, engulfing the Fireweavers. Screams rang out, and people hit the floor. The air around the duel shimmered as the shield dissipated. 
 
    Chaos began again as weaves flew around the chamber. Kadin helped keep the flames going, but out of the corner of his eye, he watched Tiran charge toward the duel, where Deril had kept his focus. Tiran rushed toward Arna, his sword drawn. 
 
    He couldn't push through Deril's flames, though, and Kadin knew Deril couldn't let those flames die, not without exposing himself to Arna's attacks. 
 
    But then Deril collapsed, and the fire died. Tiran continued his dash toward Arna. When he was a foot from her, she turned and hit him with a bright blast of lightning. He flew backward, hitting the ground hard, and he didn't move. Kadin's stomach lurched. The others had the Red/Orange weave under control. He had to help Deril and Tiran. 
 
    With Tiran lying still on the stone floor, Arna advanced on Deril. Deril tried to push himself to his feet, but his arms and legs collapsed. Kadin's heart climbed into his throat. 
 
    He sent his own Red/Orange weave at Arna, but her shield absorbed the flames. Kadin wasn't strong enough to do anything. His heart pounded, and his legs quivered. He glanced around the room, hoping for help, but everyone else was involved in a battle. Some of the other side's Fireweavers had fallen, but those who remained were fighting. 
 
    Kadin froze, his heart thudding in his ears. Arna now stood over Deril. She pointed a finger at him and was about to perform the weave that would kill him. He stared up at her, looking defeated, his eyes wide as he scooted backward in a futile effort. 
 
    Shouts and grunts came from behind Kadin, but he ignored them. He could focus on nothing but the scene in front of him. What weave could he do that wouldn't harm Deril? 
 
    No. Not a weave, a casting. He focused on Orange, directing it at Arna. The casting hit her in the back, and she splayed forward, screaming in agony. Kadin kept the casting going, trying not to think about his father's screams. He had to do this, had to kill her. 
 
    But then she stopped screaming. Damn. She'd woven her shield to stop the casting. 
 
    She turned to Kadin, her eyes gleaming with anger. Kadin reached for his Yellow and Blue reserves but found nothing there. He couldn't weave a shield. 
 
    She pointed at him, ready to unleash the killing weave. 
 
    Kadin closed his eyes, waiting for pain and death. 
 
    "Kadin, move!" 
 
    Kadin opened his eyes to see Tiran had gotten to his feet. Staggering, he stepped in front of Kadin. Arna unleashed her weave at the same moment, and a wall of searing flame burst to life. Kadin coughed and recoiled from the heat as the flames engulfed Tiran. 
 
    Tiran screamed but lurched forward, toward Arna. Caught by surprise, she didn't move fast enough. The flames surrounding Tiran hit her, and so did Tiran's sword, which he plunged through her heart. She let out a brief yelp and fell backward, clutching at the sword, her eyes wide. She hit the ground and didn't move. 
 
    Tiran continued screaming. He rolled on the stone floor, trying to extinguish the flames. Kadin rushed to his side, moving as close as he dared, but there was nothing he could do. He felt so useless, so powerless. Would he ever get over that feeling? 
 
    "Someone help!" he shouted, but the battle still raged. The room glowed with the light of weaves. The ground rumbled. Flames burned in scattered locations, their heat and smoke filling the entire chamber. But Kadin only cared about Tiran, the man who'd saved his life. 
 
    Where was the water? He glanced from side to side in panic, then saw the place where people had retrieved buckets of water before. He took off toward it, praying he wasn't too late. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Deril registered the chaos around him, but only dimly. He had never depleted his reserves like this before, never felt the complete lack of energy that came with it. But eventually his senses returned, and his heart pounded like a drum. 
 
    Tiran was on fire. 
 
    Deril crawled to his friend's side, staying far enough away that the flames wouldn't burn him. Tiran's screams had died down, and Deril's stomach twisted into knots. 
 
    "Tiran," he said as the heat washed over him. "Tiran." 
 
    Distantly, he registered other sounds. Screaming. Rumbling. The clinking of swords. But none of it mattered, not when his closest friend was dying. There had to be something he could do. He reached out, as though he could somehow extinguish the flames with his bare hands, but all he achieved was burning himself. He collapsed, covered in sweat and utterly exhausted. 
 
    His vision faded. He almost blacked out. The smoke had thickened, but it wasn't so thick that things should be this dark. Was he dying as well? 
 
    A sudden deluge of water broke him out of his fog. He looked up to see Kadin standing over him, hurling another bucket of water at Tiran. Didn't Kadin know it was too late? Tiran was already dead. As soon as this realization hit Deril, he felt like passing out again. 
 
    Another deluge of water. The flames no longer burned, but when Deril looked at Tiran, he knew there was no hope. He couldn't even recognize his friend beneath the burns. Tiran's skin looked black, and a sickening stench filled the air. Deril lay on the hot, wet ground, trying to feel anything but numb. He couldn't believe what he saw. 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder. Kadin. "I-I'm sorry," the boy said. "I couldn't save him." 
 
    Deril couldn't meet his eyes, couldn't think of any words to say. He no longer cared about the battle, the world, or anything. He wanted to wake up and realize this was a dream. 
 
    But he wouldn't. This was real. Pretending it was a dream would achieve nothing but his own death. 
 
    "Help me get to my feet," he said, peering up at Kadin.  
 
    "A-are you sure?" 
 
    "There's still a battle going on. We're not safe here." 
 
    Deril's body refused at first, but eventually he found the strength to stand up with Kadin's help. He staggered at first, and Kadin supported him as they backed away from the battle. Deril collapsed against the nearest wall, his legs trembling. 
 
    Across the chamber, the battle was dying down. Eight people remained standing, apart from Deril and Kadin: four on each side. Sondir, Davin, and Faina were among those still alive, but they were covered in soot and moving like they'd suffered injuries. No one looked eager to continue the battle. They all leaned against furniture or walls. 
 
    Sondir limped forward. "We need to end this. We've suffered too many losses. Your leader is dead. Any more bloodshed is completely unnecessary." 
 
    One of Arna's Fireweavers glanced at her limp form, then nodded to his companions before turning to Sondir. "We're leaving. There's no point anymore. We'll continue this battle when we're in a better position to do so." He coughed. "This isn't over." 
 
    Deril felt so weak he could barely stand, even with the wall helping him. Kadin stood next to him, looking on with tears in his eyes. Deril wanted to say something, but whenever he opened his mouth, he could make only a strangled, incoherent sound.  
 
    Then the tears began to flow. 
 
    Tiran is dead. Three words Deril had never prepared to hear. He should have considered it a possibility, but Tiran had always seemed so strong, the kind of person who would make it through anything. Deril had always been the reckless person, the one more likely to meet an early end. This was wrong. Maybe he could close his eyes, and when he opened them, Tiran would be standing in front of him, smiling like this was all a joke. 
 
    But that wouldn't have been Tiran. He had always been so serious. Loyal. Dutiful. 
 
    Deril's stomach twisted into knots. With every passing second, it felt as though the world pressed down upon him more heavily. He felt suffocated, empty. How could he ever hope to save his father without Tiran's help? How could he take charge of this quest like nothing had happened? 
 
    He looked to the center of the chamber, where Tiran's charred body lay, and tears raced down his cheeks. It felt as though all that existed in the world was this horrible image. 
 
    Alone. Deril had no one else, not anymore. In his sheltered life, he'd had few opportunities to make friends. Karik had never been a close friend. Tiran, who'd grown up with him as the son of Captain Hanir's predecessor, had been like the brother Karik should have been. 
 
    "Are you going to be all right?" Kadin asked, startling Deril out of his thoughts. 
 
    Deril wiped away his tears. "I-I don't want to talk about it. Not now." 
 
    "He meant a lot to you, didn't he?" Faina said, joining them. 
 
    Deril fought to keep his voice steady. "He meant everything to me. He was my only friend." 
 
    "And he died as a friend should," Faina said. "He died to save your life." 
 
    Deril leaned all his weight against the cool stone wall. "I know, but that doesn't make me feel better. I feel like I should have found some way to keep him alive." 
 
    "We all have regrets," Faina said, "but if there's anything I've learned recently, it is this. The past is the past. You can't change what happened. You have to move forward." 
 
    Deril looked away, fighting back anger. "I know that. It's not very easy at the moment, though." He took a deep breath. "I need some time." 
 
    Through his tears, he saw Sondir and Davin approaching. 
 
    "I'm afraid we don't have the luxury of time," Sondir said. 
 
    "Twenty-seven days," Deril said. The Blue/Purple conversation with Kae had taken place last night, but now that seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    Sondir nodded gravely. "That will give you barely enough time to reach Atarin's palace if you set out tomorrow. It is a long journey to Haladel." 
 
    "And that's not the only thing I have to do," Deril said, sick to his stomach as he glanced over at Kadin, and then at Sondir. "I didn't tell you everything earlier. Kadin here is not just a Sunweaver. He can feel the sun. I have to train him to be a Sunlord." 
 
    Sondir's eyes widened. "Do you think you can do that in so little time?" 
 
    "I don't know," Deril said, "but I have to try. If we can't rescue my father, if we can't stop them from carrying out their plan, we have another chance to stop it. As soon as Kadin comes into his powers, they won't be able to free Halarik." 
 
    Kadin looked pale. Deril couldn't imagine carrying a burden like that at the boy's age. 
 
    "Then you have even less time," Sondir said as he looked upon the Brotherhood's headquarters, now a place of death and destruction. Smoke hung in the air, and the once beautiful stones were cracked in many places. 
 
    Deril thought about what he had to do, which helped him block the pain of Tiran's death—for the moment at least. He looked at the faces closest to him. "I'll need help." 
 
    "I'm afraid I no longer have much to offer you," Sondir said. "With the Brotherhood in its current state, I can't afford to spare anyone." 
 
    "I'll go with you," Davin said. 
 
    "I suppose I have to," Kadin said. 
 
    "It's the only way I can train you," Deril said. 
 
    "I'm coming, too," Faina said. "Kadin has risked so much to help me. I go where he goes." She wrapped an arm around Kadin, and he sank into her embrace with a faint smile. 
 
    "Then it's settled," Deril said, too weary to argue. "We leave in the morning." 
 
    And the tears came again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35: Dangerous Plans 
 
    Rella sat on the floor in a large stone chamber, feeding her power to the core. Talin had decided she was strong enough to do this without his supervision, though Karik remained with her, performing his duties as a Firelord. 
 
    When Rella felt too exhausted to continue, she severed her connection with the core. She became suddenly cold, and her entire body trembled. 
 
    Soon Karik finished. He looked a little pale, but not as weak as Rella. "How do you feel?" he asked with a smile. "I know how draining this can be." 
 
    She staggered to her feet. "Does it get better?" 
 
    "Eventually." He started toward the door, beckoning for her to follow. "We should have some lunch. I find eating helps me recover my strength afterward." 
 
    Rella's stomach rumbled. "Yes, lunch sounds nice." 
 
    She followed Karik through the mazelike corridors, trying to remember her way, as she still felt lost within the palace despite looking over the plans. Soon they reached the dining chamber, and Firecaster servants brought them food. 
 
    Rella ate ravenously, and her energy returned. Her fire reserves would take longer to recharge, though. How could people do this every day? 
 
    "So are you happy with life here at the palace?" Karik asked between bites. 
 
    "I'm adjusting." Rella hoped he wouldn't see through her lies. "A lot has changed recently in my life, and I'm glad to find a place where I might belong." 
 
    In part, that was true. She did belong here, but not for the reasons Karik would expect. No. She belonged here to prevent Halarik's return. She'd spent all her life looking over her shoulder, expecting her powers to be exposed. Now she was playing a more dangerous game. 
 
    Karik smiled, putting her at ease with his relaxed demeanor. "I know how it feels when you don't think you belong somewhere. I spent my whole childhood feeling that way. You can't understand how it feels to be a Fireweaver born to the most important Sunweaver in the world, to know that you'll be nothing but a disappointment to him. No, my father never treated me any different, but he knew, and I think a part of him did resent me." 
 
    Rella wanted to hate Karik for what he intended to do, but she couldn't do it. She saw a good man beneath all that hatred, a man shaped by a childhood where he never felt like he belonged. 
 
    She understood how that felt. 
 
    "You're right," she said. "The pressure must have been terrible. Is that why you kid—why you left?" Her stomach lurched. Had he noticed her mistake? 
 
    Karik narrowed his eyes, hesitating a moment. "Yes, that was part of it. Ultimately, I left Tarileth for the same reason you did. It didn't matter that I was the Sunlord's son. They would have executed me the same as anyone else." 
 
    "It's just wrong," Rella said, and she meant it. Yes, she thought they were crazy for trying to return Halarik to the world, but she understood their reasons. They weren't evil people, just people trying to address centuries of injustice. Injustice she felt herself. 
 
    "I know," he said. "And I know you might not like everything we're doing. I respect that." He narrowed his eyes. "But as Firelord Atarin said, you can't act on those doubts. I like you, Rella, and I don't want to see you get hurt." 
 
    The look in his eyes said he was sincere, that he did care for her. Could she risk letting him know she'd discovered their secret? 
 
    "If you're doing anything you shouldn't be doing," he said, "I urge you to stop." 
 
    Her stomach twisted into a tight knot. The way he said that made it sound like he had noticed her mistake moments ago. Did he expect her to confess, or was he pretending he didn't know, trying to protect her? She wanted to heed his advice, but she couldn't. 
 
    She kept her expression neutral. "Thank you for the advice." 
 
    "Be careful, Rella," he said, rising from his chair. 
 
    "Please, stay," she said. She liked having someone to talk to, even if she didn't trust him. Thus far, she'd avoided contact with others, focusing her efforts on keeping Halarik from returning. She'd been looking through the palace's plans, attempting to find secret routes into the palace. How else would she get Deril inside? 
 
    "I suppose I can stay," Karik said. "I have no urgent matters to address." He leaned on the table, attempting to look casual, but it seemed forced this time. "What would you like to talk about?" 
 
    Rella hesitated. Could she reveal her secrets to him? And if she did reveal those secrets, which ones should she share? It could be better for her if they thought she was being open with them.  
 
    She took a few deep breaths. "I know who you're hiding in the palace." 
 
    "I suspected as much," Karik said, startling her. 
 
    "What? You did?" 
 
    "We're not stupid, Rella. Did you think no one was paying attention to what you were looking at in the library? I figured you for a smart woman, so I'm not surprised you made the connection." He leaned forward with interest. "How did you deduce it?" 
 
    Her stomach churned. Karik had said nothing about the palace plans she'd looked at, but did he know about them? She couldn't take the risk that he did. 
 
    "Well, I figured that you wanted to return Halarik to this world," she said. "From there, it was a simple matter of researching how someone could break Halarik's prison. I found the book stating how it can be done, and when I considered your presence here, I knew immediately that you were hiding the Sunlord in that guarded corridor." She felt sick. "How much does Firelord Atarin know?" 
 
    "Enough that you need to be careful. You might not mean any harm, but there are reasons that Atarin keeps secrets. Don't test his patience." 
 
    "Well, it shouldn't matter now," she said, wishing those words were true. "I know that you're hiding the Sunlord here. He knows that I know. But I'm not going to do anything stupid." 
 
    "I'm not so sure," Karik said. "I can see it in your eyes, Rella." 
 
    "It's only natural to doubt what you're doing," Rella said, working to keep her legs from bouncing, praying that the general clamor of voices in the cafeteria would drown out their conversation. "Halarik has been imprisoned for six hundred years. Even if he wasn't insane before, he's had six hundred years to dwell on revenge." 
 
    "What's your point?" 
 
    She leaned on the table, her legs jumping. "He's going to try to destroy the Sunweaver world. Maybe Firelord Atarin has no problem with that, but I think you do. You grew up in Tarileth. Surely there are people you wouldn't want to see hurt." 
 
    He looked away, frowning in thought. "Perhaps, but this is more important." He rose from his chair. "I don't want to continue this conversation. I'm afraid you might make yourself look bad. And please don't say these things around Atarin." 
 
    "I won't," she said, cold dread washing over her as she watched Karik go. Why had she revealed so much to him? No matter how charming he was, she didn't trust him. 
 
    She returned to her chamber, where she pulled the palace's plans out of her wooden dresser and settled down on her bed. The plans were so detailed, so full of little marks, that it was taking a long time to locate secret passages. She read for hours by the golden light of Sunlamps. 
 
    At last, she located a promising passage. It was located on the palace's north side and traveled farther north, into the city. She followed the passage, noting that it ended in an unfamiliar building. At first, she felt like throwing the plans, but then she relaxed. All she had to do was find a map of the city. 
 
    After a quick trip to the library, she returned to her room with the map she needed. The building indicated on the plans was a warehouse. It stood at the southern side of the city, due north of the palace. Her stomach bubbled with excitement. 
 
    She lay back upon her soft pillow, weaving Blue and Purple. 
 
    Rella? Kae sent. 
 
    I think I know how I can get them into the palace, Rella sent. There's a passage that leads to a cellar beneath the palace. It comes from a warehouse at the southern side of the city, directly across from the palace's entrance. I'll have to go see the warehouse. I'm not sure exactly where the passage is within the warehouse, but this is the best chance we have. 
 
    Good work, Kae sent. I'll pass it on to Deril. Please be careful. 
 
    I'll do my best, Rella sent, but she felt more anxious than ever. She kept glancing toward the door, worried that someone would come barging through at any second. That's all I have. I think I need to go now. I'm getting really worried about things. 
 
    It'll be all right, Kae sent. I hope to see you soon. 
 
    Kae terminated the connection, and Rella hopped to her feet. Now that she'd found a potential way into the palace, she had to hide the plans. They would ruin everything if found. 
 
    But where could she hide them? Nowhere in her room was safe. 
 
    No. She had to pick some random place, perhaps one of the many Firelord channeling rooms. She could choose one she didn't normally use, do a Yellow/Green weave, and bury the plans beneath the stone. 
 
    She waited until it was nighttime, until she was sure no one would be in the channeling rooms. Sick to her stomach, she left her room and found an empty chamber. 
 
    After easing the door closed, she crept to the back corner of the room and wove Yellow and Green to get a feel for the stones beneath her. The walls of the room had been reinforced, but the floor looked untouched. She pressed a hand to the cold stone, weaving the colors and shifting the rocks apart. 
 
    It was a tedious process. Going fast would make too much noise. Even at this slow speed, the ground rumbled faintly, and she glanced at the door every time she heard a sound out in the corridor. Footsteps passed. Voices echoed. Her heart climbed into her throat, and sweat trickled down her forehead, though the weave wasn't all that tiring. 
 
    At last, she cleared a hole large enough to slip the plans beneath the floor. She did so, then resumed the weave, closing the hole. This was the more difficult part. She had to mend the broken stone in such a way that nothing looked amiss. 
 
    This process was even slower and more agonizing. She focused for minutes and minutes, tensing every time the shifting stone made a sound. More footsteps came from the corridor. Had they moved closer? Would they enter this room? Her heart pounded a fierce beat. 
 
    But she did close the floor around the concealed plans. There might have been a slight inconsistency in the stone floor's appearance, but surely no one would notice. 
 
    Taking deep breaths, she stepped to the door and waited until she heard no sounds in the corridor. She moved out into the hall and closed the door softly, praying that no one would see her. Her chest felt tight, and her legs were wobbly. 
 
    She rushed back to her chamber, where she sank into the bed, exhausted, her mind racing. After a few minutes, she decided she needed to see the Sunlord again. He'd be happy to hear that she had a rescue plan. She'd kept him updated as much as possible, but he'd discouraged her from showing up too much and risking discovery.  
 
    Still, she had to inform him of his potential rescue. 
 
    Rella made her way through the secret passage and emerged in the next chamber. When she didn't see the Sunlord sitting on his bed, her stomach lurched. 
 
    When she saw the Fire Guards, she felt cold all over. 
 
    And when she saw Atarin, she wished she could disappear. 
 
    Atarin approached, his face a stony mask. "I believe I warned you about disobeying me. Did you think I was joking? I didn't care so much that you discovered the Sunlord's presence here, but you should not have tried to see him on your own." 
 
    "I-I'm sorry," Rella said, trembling so much she thought her legs would collapse. "I didn't mean any harm." 
 
    Atarin stepped closer. His eyes had gone cold and calculating. "That is yet to be determined. You're alive for now, but I wouldn't expect that to remain true, especially if you're not truthful with me." 
 
    "I just thought he needed someone to talk to," she said, trying to control her voice. 
 
    "You're lying," Atarin said with narrowed eyes. He turned to the four Fire Guards standing behind him. "Take her to the dungeon." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    For a moment, Rella considered fighting, but she knew it would do her no favors, and get her killed. Dread twisted her insides as they tightened their hands around her arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36: Saying Farewell 
 
    Morning had come, but Deril didn't feel like doing anything. He couldn't accept that Tiran was dead, though he'd spent enough time looking at his friend's body to know the truth. Now Deril sat in a small room off the Brotherhood's central chamber, basking in the sun's rays. This room was how Sunweaver members of the Brotherhood could restore their reserves. 
 
    By now, his reserves had returned. It was terrifying to think he could deplete them so quickly in a battle. Could he have saved Tiran if he'd had more reserves? He thought back to the battle, to the duel, looking for any way he might have changed things. Tiran would tell him to put the past aside, but Deril couldn't do that. 
 
    Footsteps echoed behind him. He turned to see Davin had entered the chamber. 
 
    "What do you want?" Deril asked, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice. 
 
    "I wanted to talk." Davin settled down beside him on the cold stone floor. "I know this isn't easy for you, but you have to ignore the hurt for now and focus on the larger goal." 
 
    Deril didn't meet his eyes. "You didn't just lose your best friend." 
 
    "No, I only lost the woman I loved. I know she had her faults, but our relationship was more than that of comrades. I hoped I could change her, make her see the problems with her views, but I couldn't." He faltered for a moment. "In the end, I had to turn against her." 
 
    "I-I'm sorry. I should have realized how difficult that was." 
 
    "And that's why I'm coming with you. I started something yesterday, and I'm the kind of man who finishes the things he starts. It's tough. I woke up this morning expecting her to be by my side, blaming myself for her death. I thought I'd failed her, but she made her own choices." Davin paused for a few seconds. "And so did your friend." 
 
    Deril knew that was true, knew he should accept it and move on, but he wanted to rage at the unfairness of it all. "Perhaps you're right," he said. "I just feel so empty right now." 
 
    Davin put an arm on his shoulder. "Remember this, Deril. You can only control yourself." 
 
    "I know, but it's hard." Deril fell silent a moment. "I'm also worried that I'll fail Kadin, that I'll fail the entire world. How am I supposed to teach him to do something I never could?" 
 
    "Which is better?" Davin said. "Trying to save the world and failing, or giving up because you're worried about failing?" 
 
    "When you state it that way, the choice is easy." Deril got to his feet. "Thank you. I guess you're helping me see some sense. You're right. The only sure way to fail is by not trying at all." He shook his head. "I just wish I knew how I could make this work out." 
 
    "You'll find a way." 
 
    Deril left the room, wishing he could believe that. When he entered the central chamber, the memories of last night came flooding back. The chaos. The screams. The pain. Faina had healed his broken rib, but it still felt tender. 
 
    Sondir had taken charge, calling in people to clear the bodies from the central chamber. Tiran's body had been returned to the Temple of Aralea, where Deril would go soon. He had to give Captain Hanir an update, and he had to say a proper goodbye to Tiran. 
 
    The Brotherhood's furniture lay in ruins. Smoke had blackened the walls, making them look nothing like their original golden color. The room, which had always been bustling with activity, seemed dead. Every breath sounded loud in the eerie silence. 
 
    Kadin and Faina sat together on the far side of the chamber, whispering to one another and looking like they felt out of place. Deril approached them. 
 
    Kadin stopped whispering and looked up. "Is it time to go?" 
 
    "Yes, but we're going to go to the Temple of Aralea first." 
 
    "Are you going to tell them about me?" Kadin asked. 
 
    "It's the responsible thing to do," Deril said. "I understand that you're hesitant to proclaim your abilities, but it's necessary. For one thing, it will protect you from arrest." He hated the hollowness in his voice. "Can you tell me how the sun's been faring lately?" 
 
    Kadin chewed on his lower lip. "Well, for a while, it seemed like it was growing weaker more quickly. Now, I'm not so sure. It seems like it's staying about the same. I don't really understand it. Maybe they're letting your father do his Sunlord things." 
 
    "Probably," Deril said. "They want a functioning sun as much as we do. For now." 
 
    Footsteps approached from behind. Davin again. He was dressed in a thick fur cloak and carried a sword at his side. Deril nodded at him, then turned back to Kadin and Faina, who both got to their feet. They had no weapons, and their light clothing didn't look suited to traveling. 
 
    "We're going to have to get you some provisions at the temple," Deril said, leading the way toward the exit. "I'm sorry you have to be a part of this. I can't see how we'll manage this. It's insane." 
 
    "We'll find a way," Faina said, but her face was lined with worry. Kadin walked beside her, looking away as though he had no idea what to say. 
 
    They passed Sondir on the way out, bade farewell to him, and returned to the city streets. From there, Deril led the way to the city's edge, and then up the mountain. There were no carriages, so they had to walk the entire way. No one complained, though, for the mountain was nowhere near as tall as the Snow Knife Mountains to the south. 
 
    When they reached the top, the guards did the Yellow/Green weave to open the immense stone gate. Deril had used a Blue/Purple weave to inform everyone of his arrival. 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear about Tiran," said one of the guards, patting Deril on the shoulder. 
 
    Tears flooded Deril's eyes, and he could only nod as he passed the guard. His mother waited on the other side, looking paler than he remembered her. By her side stood Daine, whom Deril had almost forgotten. Daine's expression looked softer than usual. 
 
    His mother rushed forward and wrapped her arms around him. He wanted to rest there, basking in the warmth of her touch, pretending the world didn't exist. It brought him back to a happier time, back when he was a kid and he'd thought he'd be everything the world expected of him. A time when a mother's hug could convince him everything was all right. 
 
    "Tiran is in the chapel," she said, her voice tight. 
 
    He fought back tears. "I'll say my goodbyes after I speak to Captain Hanir." 
 
    Deril had already recounted some of the basics, but he preferred to meet face-to-face. He broke out of his mother's hug and gestured for Kadin, Faina, and Davin to follow him. Faina and Davin obeyed followed after a moment, glancing black and forth. 
 
    "You'll be all right," Deril said, keeping his voice low. "As long as you don't use your powers." 
 
    Davin nodded, but Faina was frowning. Well, there was nothing Deril could do about their unease. They needed to be part of this meeting. 
 
    Deril followed the temple's twisting corridors, arriving a few minutes later at Hanir's office. The stone door stood open, and Deril stepped through it, stomach churning. How many of his doings as a spy had become known? Would he face punishment? 
 
    He took a seat across from Hanir, while the others stood at the back of the room, fidgeting and glancing toward the door. 
 
    "First of all," Hanir said, "I'm sorry to hear about Tiran." 
 
    Deril took a deep breath. "Thank you, but let's not waste time talking about Tiran. The important thing is that you know everything I've learned." 
 
    He spent the next few minutes recounting everything he'd done and learned during his time with the Brotherhood. It didn't matter if he'd face punishment. He could deal with that later, after he rescued his father, after he trained Kadin to be a Sunlord. 
 
    Hanir watched with no expression. When Deril finished, the captain said, "This is all very troubling. I knew this could be world-changing, but I didn't realize the severity of it until now." He frowned. "And that's why I'm willing to put aside the law for the moment. For all of you, and for your mother, Deril. There are more important things." 
 
    "Thank you," Deril said, the tightness in his chest easing. Captain Hanir was the highest ranking Sun Guard in Tarileth, so a pardon from him was the best news possible. 
 
    Hanir turned his gaze to Kadin. "Is the boy really a Sunlord?" 
 
    "I believe so," Deril said. "The way he describes the sun sounds a lot like my father." 
 
    "And do you truly think you can train him?" Hanir said. 
 
    "Only three people in the world have undergone Sunlord training, and since they're both in the Frozen Lands, I'm the only choice." 
 
    "I see that," Hanir said, "but don't you think it would be better if you stayed here and trained Kadin in safety? You're asking us to risk the life of a Sunlord." 
 
    Deril took a deep breath. "If there were any other way, I'd do it. But there's a good chance I won't have enough time to train Kadin. If that happens, I have to get there and save my father." Before Hanir could protest, Deril said, "Yes, I know someone else could take on this mission, but they wouldn't have the chance I do." 
 
    "I know," Hanir said, but he looked troubled. "Few have your powers. Not to mention, a mission like this depends on secrecy. The fewer people who know, the better." 
 
    "I won't fail you," Deril said, wishing he felt as confident as his words. 
 
    Hanir smiled, but it looked forced. "I believe in you, Deril. As strange as it might sound, I think you've grown a lot in these last few weeks." 
 
    "I still wish there were another way," Deril said, casting a quick glance at the others, who looked restless. "But we can't send an army, and I need some Fireweavers on my side to get through the Frozen Lands. Fireweavers I trust." 
 
    "At least as much as you can trust any Fireweaver," Hanir said. Deril could see the internal war behind the captain's eyes. For a man like him, Fireweavers deserved execution. But now he knew this very temple had been hiding Fireweavers. 
 
    "They've proven themselves," Deril said. "I trust them without question." 
 
    "I'm glad you can trust them," Hanir said. "And I hope you're right in doing so." 
 
    Deril leaned on Hanir's stone desk. "If you can trust me, you can trust them." 
 
    "All right," Hanir said, drumming his fingers on the desk. "Is there anything else you need, anything else you wish to tell me? If not, you should get going. The journey to Haladel is a long one, and I'm not sure you'll make it in time." He rose from his cushioned chair. "I'll have a carriage waiting for you after you finish saying goodbye to Tiran." 
 
    "Thank you," Deril said, the words catching in his throat. 
 
    Hanir strode out of the room. For a moment, Deril stayed in the chair, sorting through his thoughts, but then he rose and motioned for the others to follow. 
 
    "You don't have to come in with me," he said, holding back tears. 
 
    "I think I should," Kadin said. "He saved my life after all." 
 
    Deril nodded, unable to say anything. He led them through the temple's corridors, relishing the warm, golden glow of the Sunlamps. They would find few Sunlamps once they were out on the road. Deril shuddered at the thought of going to the Frozen Lands. 
 
    At last, they reached the chapel. Deril pushed through the door, and Kadin followed him inside. Rows and rows of pews stretched from one side of the chamber to the other. Beyond them, Tiran lay in a stone casket atop a large dais. Deril climbed the steps onto the dais and leaned upon Tiran's casket, his tears flowing once more. 
 
    "I-I miss you so much already," Deril said, trembling. "You were the greatest friend I could have asked for. I feel like I didn't deserve you. And now I feel lost. You were the one person who could always keep me calm. What am I going to do now?" 
 
    He leaned harder against the open casket, letting tears trickle down his cheeks. Tiran looked so peaceful there, his eyes closed as though he might be asleep. 
 
    But he wasn't. He'd gone on to the Sun Kingdom. 
 
    Or at least Deril wanted to believe that. 
 
    Kadin stepped up beside him, put a hand on his shoulder. Deril barely knew the boy, but there was something comforting and tender in the gesture. No matter what Kadin had done, he was a good person deep down. However, Deril would have to find that person if he wanted to train Kadin. As long as Kadin felt unworthy, he would struggle with his powers. 
 
    Kadin leaned over the edge of the casket and touched Tiran's arm. "I didn't really know you, but you saved my life. That means a lot to me." 
 
    He stepped away, leaving Deril alone with Tiran's body. Deril wiped at his tears, but after a while, he decided it was a losing battle. 
 
    "Goodbye, Tiran," he said, and turned to leave. Nothing in his life had ever felt more difficult. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37: In the Dungeon 
 
    Rella lay upon the dungeon's cold stone floor, shivering despite her fur cloak. This part of the palace didn't have as many Sunlamps as the rest. In fact, it was so dark she could barely see. Her cell was large, but it felt like the walls were closing in around her. 
 
    Trapped. How could she have gotten herself into this mess? 
 
    A few hours had passed since the Fire Guards had shoved her into the cell. She had spent those hours alone, looking for some way to escape, but the cell was shielded against all weaves. What would happen to her if she didn't break out? 
 
    The cell contained a stone bed and a large bucket she could use for her necessities. Thus far, the guards hadn't given her any food, but she tried not to worry about that. 
 
    Occasionally, a guard would pass her cell without speaking. It didn't matter how many times she called out. They ignored her. 
 
    She spent her time pacing the cell, cursing herself for her foolishness. A useless activity, but what else could she do? Alone with only her thoughts for company, she thought she might go insane. She prayed that they'd kill her soon, put an end to this misery. 
 
    But they surely had other plans. 
 
    Prisoners were mumbling to themselves in nearby cells. Had the isolation driven them insane? Had Atarin tortured them, as he would torture her? He had to find out what she knew. A part of her wanted to tell him, but she couldn't. Deril's mission depended on her protecting her knowledge of the secret passage. 
 
    But how much torture could she stand before she'd break? 
 
    Footsteps came from the distance, growing louder. She stepped to the edge of her cell and peered through the bars, hoping the new arrival would speak to her, give her some idea of what they intended to do with her. Not knowing her fate was the worst feeling of her life. 
 
    The person approached, casting a shadow upon the gray stone walls. When he stepped into her view, her stomach lurched. It was Atarin. 
 
    Two more people joined him: Karik and Talin, the man who'd first trained her Firelord abilities. What was Talin doing here? 
 
    Atarin stepped toward the cell, his eyes cold and hard. "It's time to find out what you've truly been doing. How did you find the secret passage leading to the Sunlord's room?" 
 
    "It was an accident," she said. "I noticed a part of the floor that looked odd." 
 
    "You're lying," Atarin said. "That passage is from below your wardrobe. You had to make a hole in the wardrobe. You couldn't have known about it." He turned to Talin. "Punish her for her lies." 
 
    Rella trembled. "W-what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I have special talents with Orange Firecasting," Talin said, his expression blank, as though he was hiding his true feelings. "Atarin likes to make use of those talents." 
 
    "Please, don't," Rella said. She had experienced only the weakest Orange castings, and the pain had been almost unbearable. How would it feel when they did intend to torture her? 
 
    "No, it is necessary," Atarin said. "However, if you are truthful with us, there will be no reason to harm you. Perhaps you need a little reminder first." He paused a moment. "And keep in mind that Talin can do much worse than he's about to do." 
 
    Talin's face remained expressionless. He had struck her previously as a bit cold, and his lack of emotion unnerved her. It seemed like an act. She swallowed against sudden dryness in her throat. 
 
    Talin pointed a finger at her, and her body erupted with pain. It felt like flames were crawling all over her skin, like acid was eating away at her muscles. She collapsed and writhed on the cold stone floor, praying for it to end. 
 
    And it did. Trembling, she crawled along the floor. 
 
    "That was nothing," Atarin said. "Now answer my questions truthfully. How did you find out about that secret passage? Even I didn't know that such a passage existed. Surely you must see why I need to know. Tell me and the pain will end. I might even spare your life." 
 
    "I'm not telling you anything," she said, meeting his stern gaze. No matter how much pain she had to endure, she couldn't fail Deril. 
 
    Atarin nodded at Talin, and Rella closed her eyes, waiting for the pain. When it came, it felt much worse than before. She screamed and writhed on the ground, sweat covering her body. The flames burned hotter than before. It felt like someone was stabbing her. 
 
    Eventually, it stopped, but now her body felt so weak she couldn't move. 
 
    "You can keep resisting," Atarin said, "but it will only get worse." 
 
    She glared at him. "How could you do this to your own family?" 
 
    "I'll do it to anyone who threatens my true family: Halarik's Chosen." 
 
    "Then you don't care about me at all?" she said, cold and trembling. 
 
    "I had hoped you'd be different from your mother, that growing up in Tarileth would make you understand our cause. But my hopes were misplaced. You are a traitor, and traitors deserve every bit of pain and suffering you're feeling." He stroked his short red beard. "All you have to do is tell me what you know, and this will end." 
 
    It sounded so easy, so tempting. A few little words and the pain would end. What were the chances Deril would succeed anyways, even with her help? 
 
    "I don't know anything," she said, bracing for the next wave of pain. 
 
    It hit her like never before, so hot she thought she would die. The scream that came from her throat didn't sound like her. It felt as though her body were being ripped apart, as though hot knives were stabbing her in the stomach. She closed her eyes, praying that she'd pass out, or even die. 
 
    The pain stopped, and she felt like throwing up. This time, a dull ache lingered, making her so weak she lacked the energy to look at her tormenters. 
 
    "Do you enjoy this pain?" Atarin said. 
 
    She tried to speak, but no sound came from her throat. Sweat had drenched her clothing now, and she shivered as she lay with her stomach pressed flat to the cold stone. 
 
    "Is this really necessary?" Karik said. It was the first time he'd spoken. 
 
    "I know you like the girl," Atarin said, "but she has put our mission at risk. We have to find out what she knows. If you have another way to do it, by all means, mention it. If not, allow me to do something that does work." 
 
    "I'm not sure torture gets you honest answers," Karik said. "Yes, she'll eventually succumb to the torture, but how will you know her answers are true?" 
 
    "I'll find out, and she'll regret it if she lies to me." He paused a moment. "Talin, torture her again. I want answers. Now." 
 
    Rella summoned the energy to look up. 
 
    "It wouldn't be wise," Talin said, his features tightening in a rare display of emotion. "Any more and I might stop her heart." 
 
    Atarin sounded angry. "All right. I suppose that's enough for today." 
 
    Their footsteps faded into the distance, but Rella couldn't find the energy to move. The stones felt so blessedly cold after the burning pain of the Orange casting. She had no idea how long she lay there, grateful for her reprieve but dreading the next day. 
 
    A few hours later, a guard brought her food and water. She didn't feel hungry, but she downed the water in seconds. Her stomach cramped, and her body trembled. 
 
    She lay on the stone bed, trying to ignore her many aches. At some point, she must have fallen asleep. In the dim dungeon, there was no way to tell how long she slept. She stirred awake when a guard brought her food and water. The bread tasted stale, but it was all she'd get. She barely had enough water to wash it down. 
 
    The next day—or at least she thought it was the next day—footsteps sounded again, two sets this time. Her stomach twisted into a miserable knot as she peered through the bars. 
 
    Atarin strode into view, accompanied by Talin. Why wasn't Karik with them? 
 
    "Have you reconsidered?" Atarin said. "I'm willing to spare you any more pain, but you have to be honest with me." He stepped closer to the bars. "Why are you so resistant? I can't understand it. You've grown up your entire life living in fear. Fear of Sunweavers. We have the chance to create a world where people like us won't have to live like that." 
 
    "And what about all the Sunweavers?" Rella said. "Do you think Halarik will simply let them live? Surely you can't think he'll harbor no thoughts of revenge after six hundred years—and that's if he's remained sane this entire time." 
 
    Atarin gave her a sharp look. "I've heard this argument before, but there's no proof that he's insane. I must go by what the scriptures say about Halarik. The true scriptures. He is not the evil god you were indoctrinated to believe he was." 
 
    "Well, I think he is," Rella said. "That's why I'm not going to tell you anything." She was shocked by the determination in her voice, for she didn't feel determined at all, deep down. 
 
    "Then you give me no choice," Atarin said. "I don't like doing this. I hoped you could be the family your mother was before she betrayed me." 
 
    "There's a good reason she betrayed you. You're insane, so insane you can't recognize the danger in freeing Halarik." 
 
    "I am not insane," Atarin said. "I am merely willing to take chances. Don't you understand? If we free Halarik, we can return the sun to its former glory. No one will have to live in a frozen wasteland anymore. The world will be as it once was. There will be vast forests, thick jungles, and more farmland than we'll ever need." 
 
    Rella leaned against the bars, her face inches from Atarin's. "But that only happens if Halarik does what you want. Halarik is a god. He will do whatever he wants. Perhaps your interests will align with his, but I doubt it." 
 
    Atarin backed away from the bars. "Talin, it's time." 
 
    Talin stepped forward. When he spoke, he almost sounded sympathetic. "Are you sure you want to go through this again. I'm going to start at the same level of pain as yesterday." 
 
    Rella settled down on the floor. "I have to do what I think is right." 
 
    Talin shook his head and pointed a finger at her. She closed her eyes as the pain hit her, fire sweeping across her skin, knives stabbing her from every direction. Again, she felt as though she'd been torn in half. 
 
    When the pain stopped, she couldn't move. She tried to push herself to her knees, but pain lanced through her arms, hot and sharp, and she nearly passed out. The world spun around her. Her stomach contracted violently. 
 
    "That's all I can do safely," Talin said. "We'll have to try again tomorrow." 
 
    Rella prayed that she'd be dead by then. 
 
    She had no idea how much time passed before she moved again. The dungeon had long since emptied. A small crust of bread and a large pitcher of water lay beside her, but she felt no desire to eat or drink anything. She had never felt so sick, so weak. 
 
    Later, footsteps disturbed her restless sleep. She still lay on the cold stone floor, but at least the world had stopped spinning. She summoned the energy to sit up. 
 
    Karik stepped into view, his face lined with concern. He sank to his knees, facing Rella through the bars. 
 
    "What do you want?" she said, feeling stiff as she looked up at him. 
 
    "Rella, you look terrible. You need to tell Atarin the truth." 
 
    "I can't. If Halarik was crazy enough to weaken the sun six hundred years ago, he's crazy enough to do something much worse now. You can't tell me you trust some god you've never met, the god who made our world so terrible to begin with." 
 
    Karik looked away. "I don't know exactly what I believe. But we are being oppressed. We need to change that." 
 
    "There are ways to change the world without destroying it." 
 
    "Oh, there are?" he said. "Then tell me. I'm listening." 
 
    "The Brotherhood. They have the right ideas. We need to work with Sunweavers, not destroy them. No, it won't be easy, but it's better than risking the world." 
 
    "We've tried," Karik said, exasperated. "But it's hard to achieve peace when the other side thinks you're an abomination. Given the choice, they would slaughter every Fireweaver. Men. Women. Children. They don't care. Anyone who can touch the core is evil." 
 
    "They don't all believe that," Rella said, wishing she had a better argument. "When my two closest friends found out I was a Fireweaver, they wanted to defend me against the Sun Guard trying to kill me. Your father married a Fireweaver and loved a Fireweaver son." She gathered her thoughts. "And if you free Halarik and he slaughters every Sunweaver, how does that make you any better than the people oppressing you?" 
 
    Karik avoided her gaze. 
 
    "Don't you see?" she said. "What Atarin wants is to create a world where you've become the oppressors? It isn't about peace. It isn't about equality. It's about revenge." 
 
    Karik rose to his feet. "Whatever it's about, it's necessary. I'm sorry, Rella. I like you, but I can't agree with you. Do yourself a favor and tell Atarin what he wants to know." 
 
    He strode out of view, his footsteps fading into the distance, her hope fading with them. She sank to the floor, trying in vain to hold back her tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38: The Journey South 
 
    A few days had passed since Deril and the rest of the group left Hyrandel. They'd already passed through Illindel, riding to the south in a horse-drawn wagon. The air was growing chillier as summer gave way to autumn. It wasn't too bad, though, as they weren't very far south of the equator. Even in the Frozen Lands, autumn wasn't much colder than summer. 
 
    Now, if you went too far to the south, into lands where no one lived, then you'd face temperatures where you'd freeze to death. Otherwise, the cold simply made Sunweaving and Fireweaving necessary to provide the light and heat for crops. 
 
    As they'd traveled south, Deril had tried to train Kadin's Sunlord abilities, but Kadin couldn't do anything. Whenever he tried to weave every color, he became exhausted. In ordinary circumstances, a potential Sunlord would have begun training at an earlier age, so Deril worried it was too late to teach Kadin. In addition, training a Sunlord in less than thirty days was nearly impossible. 
 
    Kadin had grown distant and sullen. He spoke only to Faina, and he didn't share much with her. Deril wished he could comfort Kadin, but he needed reassurance himself. 
 
    His farewell to Tiran had felt so pathetic. Tiran deserved better than that. 
 
    Deril also felt like lashing out whenever anyone tried to comfort him. It took all his determination to keep himself from screaming at Kadin when the boy struggled in his lessons. Worse yet, Deril sometimes felt the urge to strike the boy. 
 
    Deril had never been an angry person. Had Tiran's death changed him? 
 
    A faint buzzing began in his head. He wove Blue and Purple, opening the connection. 
 
    Who is this? he sent. 
 
    It's Kae again. I have more news for you. I got it from Rella. She's been looking through the plans for Firelord Atarin's palace, and she's found a way you can sneak in. There is a warehouse directly north of the palace's entrance. Somewhere in that warehouse, you'll find a secret passage leading into the palace. 
 
    Do you have anything more specific? Deril sent. 
 
    No, I'm afraid that's all I have. Once you're in the palace, you're on your own. 
 
    Deril didn't like the sound of that, but he was glad for any help he could get. Thank you. You've been very helpful. A thought came to him. Is there some way we can meet up with you once we enter the Frozen Lands. We need all the help we can find. 
 
    I would like to help, Kae sent, to Deril's surprise. I'm worried about Rella, and I don't want them to free Halarik. So when you get to Rindel, a city just south of the Snow Knife Mountains, you'll need to come to the Brotherhood headquarters there. Inform me as you arrive and I can be waiting for you at the edge of the city. 
 
    Thank you, Deril sent. But are you sure about this? This is going to be very dangerous. I'll understand if you don't want to get involved. 
 
    A moment passed before Kae responded. As I said, I'm worried about Rella. During the brief time she was with us, I took a great liking to her. She's playing a very dangerous game in that palace. I fear it's only a matter of time until she gets caught. 
 
    Deril's stomach churned. And if she does get caught, will that ruin our plans? 
 
    Let's hope not. 
 
    On that ominous note, Kae terminated the conversation. Deril felt as though the air had become much colder, and he shivered. He looked toward the front of the wagon, where Davin was handling the horses. Their party appeared so small and inconsequential, all four of them. Deril would welcome any help he could get from Kae. 
 
    The sun had sunk low in the sky, but enough light remained to work with Kadin. Deril put a hand on the boy's shoulder, and Kadin looked up at him, defeat in his eyes. 
 
    "Let's try again," Deril said, bracing for the anger he'd soon feel. 
 
    "It's not going to work," Kadin said. "I must be broken." 
 
    "You're not broken," Faina said. 
 
    "I don't deserve to be a Sunlord," Kadin said. "Not after what I've done." 
 
    Deril glared at him. "It doesn't matter what you deserve. The world needs you." 
 
    "I know," Kadin said. "It's just so hard. I did horrible things. What if my guilt is keeping me from developing my powers? What if we fail and it's my fault?" 
 
    "It's better to try and fail," Deril said. "Or do you want to give up?" 
 
    "Well, no," Kadin said, avoiding Deril's gaze. 
 
    Deril wished he could find a way to give Kadin some confidence. If Kadin stayed like this, he'd never master his powers as Sunlord. Of course, Deril had enough problems with confidence himself. How could he train Kadin in so little time? 
 
    Another reason for Deril's anger. He'd never felt such pressure. 
 
    "Then let's get started," he said. "Try weaving three colors together. It won't accomplish anything, but perhaps it's something you need to learn first." 
 
    Kadin closed his eyes in concentration, and Deril wove Orange and Yellow to detect the heat field around Kadin. It was there, but it didn't look as strong as it should have. 
 
    "I don't think it's working," Kadin said, opening his eyes. 
 
    "Try again," Deril said, finding it more and more difficult to keep the impatience out of his tone. They had less than three weeks. Most Sunlords trained for years. 
 
    The landscape looked bleak and cold, a mirror of Deril's mood. There were a few plants along the road, but they'd made sure to stock up on feed for the horses. The terrain would become more barren as they traveled south. 
 
    Deril turned his gaze back to Kadin, who was attempting the weave. This time, his heat field glowed properly. Deril felt a small flicker of hope, though there was still a lot of work to do. 
 
    "You did it," Deril said. 
 
    "I did? But I didn't feel anything." 
 
    "You won't feel anything. That's the nature of this kind of weave. You can only feel anything when you weave every color, and you're not ready for that yet." 
 
    Kadin looked down. "Will I ever be ready?" 
 
    Faina put a hand on his shoulder. "Kadin, you have to believe in yourself. You should be happy. You've made progress." 
 
    "Not enough progress," Kadin said, looking at his knees. Deril had never seen a boy who looked less like a potential Sunlord. Confidence was essential for a Sunlord, and Deril doubted he could teach Kadin that confidence in so little time. 
 
    They moved on to an attempted weave of four colors, but Kadin couldn't make it work. Deril continued the training until Kadin depleted his light reserves. It made no difference. 
 
    As they traveled south, passing through Anindel and nearing the Snow Knife Mountains, Deril worked with Kadin. The morning they arrived at Anindel, Kadin managed to weave four colors. Only two more to go. But Deril knew the final weave was the most difficult. His father had told him that much. 
 
    They sold their horses in Anindel. The pass through the mountains was too treacherous for their horses and the wagon. They'd have to make the rest of the journey on foot, especially once they reached the Frozen Lands, where the conditions were too harsh on horses. 
 
    Deril spent a part of each day communicating with Kae. She told them which pass through the mountains was best to take. They arrived at that pass late one evening. Though they were exhausted already, they had no choice but to continue. There was a good chance they wouldn't make it to Haladel in time. 
 
    The journey through the mountains was brutally cold, but uneventful otherwise. Soon they were within a few hours' march of Rindel. Deril contacted Kae to tell her they would arrive shortly. When they reached the edge of the city, she stood there, watching them approach. 
 
    Deril trudged through the wind-driven snow, wrapping himself in a scarf. Kae, dressed in light furs, looked comfortable in the cold weather. 
 
    "You must be Deril," she said, brushing snow from her brown hair. 
 
    Deril shivered and struggled to keep his voice steady. "And you must be Kae. Thank you for all the help you've given us." 
 
    "You do know that you could use your Sunweaving to stay warm." 
 
    "I can't afford to use too much," Deril said. "You never know when you might be attacked. Also, when it's cloudy, it's more difficult for us to restore our reserves." 
 
    "Yes, that unfortunate weakness of Sunweavers," Kae said, motioning for them to follow. 
 
    Deril glanced back at the others. Kadin also looked to be freezing despite his thick furs. Faina and Davin, on the other hand, looked comfortable. As Fireweavers, they could continuously draw power from the core. Deril hated to admit it, but Fireweavers had received the better set of abilities. 
 
    "Does it always snow this much?" he asked, numb with cold. 
 
    "Not every day," Kae said with a smile. 
 
    When they reached the edge of Rindel, the air became much warmer. Deril had never thought he'd be so happy to feel the warmth of Sunlamps. 
 
    "Where are we going?" he asked. 
 
    Kae didn't turn. "Brotherhood headquarters. Don't worry. We won't stay long. I know how little time we have left. But we can find more help for you there." 
 
    She led them through the streets, past people going about their business. Deril was careful not to use any of his Sunweaving. He had no idea if these people might be using Orange/Yellow weaves, or how they'd react to Sunweavers in their city. Now that he knew some Fireweavers, Deril understood why they might hate Sunweavers. 
 
    The world wasn't as simple as the Church taught. 
 
    At last, they reached the Brotherhood's headquarters, and Kae led them inside. Here in the Frozen Lands, the building was not as well protected as he'd seen back in Hyrandel. They didn't have to operate in secret here. 
 
    Kae directed them to the center of the room, where two people were sitting in cushioned chairs, watching them approach. 
 
    "Meet my husband Tharik and my sister Andra," Kae said, gesturing to the people in turn. "They've also agreed to help you." 
 
    "Thank you," Deril said as he took a seat in another cushioned chair. Kadin, Faina, and Davin sat down in nearby chairs, glancing around. Kadin looked especially uncomfortable. Deril had tried to help the boy's confidence in the last few days, but nothing ever worked. 
 
    "Now that we're all here," Kae said, pacing nearby, "I have some bad news. A few days ago, I lost the ability to contact Rella. That means she's either dead or shielded. Either way, that means there's a good chance Atarin knows about our plans." 
 
    "What can we do, then?" Deril asked. 
 
    He'd spent so long clinging to the small hope this plan gave him. If they couldn't get into the palace, how could they ever hope to save his father? Yes, he might manage to train Kadin's abilities—though he doubted it more than ever—but he knew they would kill his father once he served his purpose. And even if Kadin did become a Sunlord, he wouldn't be as skilled as Deril's father. Such skill took years to develop. The world would suffer with only Kadin as Sunlord. 
 
    "We have another plan," Kae said. "Andra, would you explain?" 
 
    Andra cleared her throat. "I was previously involved with a man named Soren, who now resides at Firelord Atarin's palace. In fact, he's the reason Rella is there. He recognized her as a potential Firelord and betrayed her to the Fire Guard. At the time, I didn't agree to come with him. I was upset about what he did. But I can tell him I've changed my mind." 
 
    Deril leaned forward, his legs bouncing. "And you think he'll believe you?" 
 
    "When he left, he told me he still loved me and that he'd wait for me to change my mind." She shrugged. "It shouldn't be that hard. A part of me still loves him after all." 
 
    "But what is this going to accomplish?" Davin asked. 
 
    "That means I can get us inside," Andra said. "We can't follow the original plan, but perhaps there's another way in. If I can get into the palace, I can find it." 
 
    "There's another possibility," Kae said. "A different man who used to work with us now resides in the palace. I'm not sure where his loyalties lie, though." 
 
    Deril felt sick to his stomach. "There are so many ways these plans could go wrong." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39: A Secret Revealed 
 
    Rella heard footsteps again and prepared for another round of torture. For five days now, she'd held strong—or at least she thought it was five days. Everything had become a blur in her mind. The unchanging darkness felt oppressive, disorienting. 
 
    She looked up from the floor, where she had fallen asleep. Both the floor and the bed were made of stone, so it made no difference to her. 
 
    Atarin stood on the other side of the bars, Talin beside him. Both their expressions were grim. 
 
    "You've proven yourself courageous," Atarin said, "but there's no need to subject yourself to so much pain." He put his hands around the bars. "All you have to do is tell me what I want to know. Where did you put the plans? What was your purpose in looking at them?" 
 
    "I only wanted to get to the Sunlord," she said, knowing Atarin wouldn't believe it. 
 
    "Stop lying to me! I took you in and gave you a chance at a secure, comfortable life. You had nowhere else to go, no prospects of surviving here in the Frozen Lands. And you've thrown that gift in my face, disobeyed me. I've had enough." Atarin looked at Talin. "I know it might kill her, but do a stronger casting." 
 
    "Are you sure that's wise?" Talin asked, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    "I don't care if it's wise," Atarin said. "Just do it." He turned back to Rella, his eyes burning with anger. "This is your last chance. Give me answers. Now." 
 
    Rella wanted to stay strong, wanted to die without uttering a word, but she couldn't bear the thought of more pain. Trembling, she said, "I burned the plans." 
 
    "You burned them?" Atarin said. "Why?" 
 
    Rella looked him in the eyes. "I'm not stupid. I knew that those plans would reveal what I was trying to do. I couldn't risk that." 
 
    Atarin smiled. A disturbing smile. "So now you've admitted you do have a plan. Do you actually think you can stop us from freeing Halarik? I've been planning this for years. I'm not going to let anyone stand in my way. You can't outsmart me. Don't try." 
 
    "You can't get your answers if you kill me," she said. "And that's what will happen here." 
 
    "I'm willing to take that risk," Atarin said. "When you inflict such high levels of pain on a person, it becomes so much that they lose all control. Believe me, if you survive, you'll tell me what I want to know. You'll think of nothing but ending the pain." 
 
    Rella met his gaze defiantly. "I'm stronger than that." 
 
    "We'll see." Atarin turned to Talin. "Do it." 
 
    Talin nodded, then moved toward the cell as Atarin retreated a few steps. Rella closed her eyes, waiting for the pain, fearing that she'd give in. She'd been close a few times already. 
 
    "Don't make me do this," Talin said. 
 
    Rella took a deep breath. "Do it. I'm not telling you anything." 
 
    She wished she could feel as confident as her words. When the pain came, it felt worse than any torture she'd experienced before. So hot she thought her body would burst into flames. So sharp she thought she'd be nothing but a bloody mess. It pounded through her, coming and going in bursts of fire. She wanted to die. 
 
    Her heart felt like it was going to explode. Every breath was excruciating. She screamed and writhed, the world becoming blurry and dark around her. 
 
    She lost all sense of her surroundings. 
 
      
 
    When she became aware again, she was cold and trembling, and pain burned all over her body. She looked up, through blurry surroundings, to see Atarin standing outside the cell, staring at her with a gloating smile. 
 
    "I knew it would work," he said. "You were so delirious you revealed everything. That warehouse will be guarded. They will be caught." 
 
    Rella tried to speak, but her throat hurt so much she could only whimper. 
 
    "And I think you're going to spend the rest of your life in my dungeon," Atarin said. "If you'd told me everything back when this started, I might have let you out. But not now." 
 
    He turned and strode away. Rella lay there without moving, her body aching so much she wanted to pass out. Even though she'd had no control, she hated the fact that she'd broken, that she hadn't been strong enough. 
 
    Now Deril was going to fail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40: The Gates of Haladel 
 
    Deril was so cold he could barely feel anything. The road south had been long and brutal. Summer was turning to autumn, but it was colder than anything back home on the equator. No matter how much he cast heat or wove a shield, he couldn't get warm. 
 
    They weren't in danger of freezing to death, but it was still uncomfortable. Deril could understand the resentment Fireweavers felt at being forced to live in a place like this. 
 
    Along the way, they'd faced a few curious Fireweavers, as well as some Fire Guards, but Kae and Tharik had talked them out of those situations. Without them, Deril would have ended up in a prison somewhere. So Sondir had been right. Deril needed Fireweavers to get through the Frozen Lands. He only wished he could have more of them. 
 
    But Arna's actions had changed everything. 
 
    "We should arrive in Haladel tomorrow morning," Kae said as they trudged through the snow. More snow was falling, driven hard into their faces by a fierce gale. 
 
    "That leaves us one day," Deril said. They'd gone as fast as they could, pushing through exhaustion, sleeping as little as possible. Tempers had been running high, Kadin's especially. He had managed to weave four colors consistently, but not yet five. 
 
    He needed to weave all six to become a Sunlord. 
 
    Deril tried not to fall into a state of hopelessness—a task that became harder every day. Kae had still not heard from Rella, and Deril believed they were walking into a trap. If Rella revealed everything, then they'd have no chance of getting into the palace. 
 
    Was Kadin their only hope? 
 
    Deril burned with anger every time he thought of the boy's lack of confidence. They didn't have time for that. 
 
    "My legs are about to fall off," Davin said. "Let's rest for a while." 
 
    "All right," Deril said, though he wanted to push through his own exhaustion. He put a hand on Kadin's shoulder. "It's time for another try at the Sunlord's weave." 
 
    Kadin didn't meet Deril's eyes. "It's not going to work. I'm useless." 
 
    Deril, much to his surprise, backhanded Kadin across the face. "I'm tired of this attitude. You're holding yourself back. Say that again and I'll hit you again." 
 
    Kadin's eyes were wide. Deril felt guilty, but he had to change something. Kadin hadn't responded to the gentle treatment. After his life growing up, maybe this way was all he understood, however much Deril hated it. 
 
    Deril softened his tone. "I'm sorry I hit you. I lost my temper. But you do have to stop saying those things about yourself. Confidence is everything." 
 
    "He's right," Faina said, putting a hand on Kadin's shoulder. "I know you can do it, Kadin. You have great talent, and no matter what you've done, you're not a bad person." 
 
    "I wish I could believe that," Kadin said. "But how can I be a good person when I've killed two people? I didn't need to kill them. I wanted to. When I killed my father, I enjoyed it. It felt like justice after so many years of abuse. I'm sorry, but I'm not a good person." 
 
    He started to walk away, but Deril grabbed his arm and yanked him back to face him, perhaps a little too forcefully. "I don't care what you think about yourself. You're going to put those feelings aside, and you're going to learn this weave." He struggled to rein in his temper. "Do you know what really makes someone a bad person? Being so self-centered, dwelling so much on their own misery, that they fail in their duty to the world. Is that what you want, Kadin?" 
 
    Kadin looked away. "No, but it's not that easy. You don't understand. You've spent your whole life with a father who loves you, living in luxury. You don't know what suffering is." 
 
    "Well, I do now," Deril said. "I lost my closest friend. I might lose my father. No, I can't understand everything you've been through, but that doesn't matter. You have a duty now. Stop being a child. We don't have time for that." 
 
    Kadin had tears in his eyes. "I'm trying. I know what's at stake." 
 
    "Then focus," Deril said, gripping both of Kadin's shoulders in what he hoped was a reassuring manner. "I know it isn't easy. I know you've suffered more than you deserve. But don't let your past destroy everyone's future." 
 
    "You're right," Kadin said, wiping away tears. "I-I need to be stronger." 
 
    "You're getting so close," Deril said. "Only two more colors to weave." Of course, Deril had no idea how to get Kadin to weave the final color. Deril had woven five colors himself. He understood now that he never could have been a Sunlord, but it still bothered him. 
 
    "I'm ready," Kadin said. "I think I can do it." 
 
    "Good," Deril said. "Now start with the four colors you already can weave. Think about adding a fifth to the weave. Focus on it like you would any other weave." 
 
    Kadin closed his eyes in concentration, his face lined with worry. Deril tried to project calm himself, but he knew he was failing. He found himself pacing through the snow on weary legs, watching Kadin without expecting anything. 
 
    Deril wove Orange and Yellow so he could detect the minute difference in Kadin's heat field. For the first thirty seconds or so, Kadin's weave looked as it had every time he did four colors, but then the heat field became subtly brighter. Deril's heart leapt. 
 
    "You just managed a fifth color!" he said, feeling more hopeful than he had in a long time. Perhaps he could teach Kadin to add the final color. 
 
    Kadin's face brightened. "I can't believe it! I'm so close." 
 
    Deril knew he shouldn't rush this, but he had no choice. "All right, Kadin. Try to add the sixth color. If you can do it, we won't have to worry so much about the Sunlord." 
 
    Of course, Deril would do everything in his power to rescue his father. 
 
    Kadin concentrated again. Deril watched the boy's heat field with excitement, but Kadin could only weave five colors. They worked until Kadin depleted his light reserves. Deril knew he shouldn't have expected a miracle, but his hopelessness had returned.  
 
    How could they hope to infiltrate Atarin's palace? 
 
    "You'll get it tomorrow," Faina said, wrapping an arm around Kadin. "You're so close." 
 
    "Yeah, maybe," Kadin said, avoiding her gaze. Deril didn't think he could say anything to improve the situation, so he joined Davin, Kae, Tharik, and Andra at the other side of their makeshift campsite. They had started a small fire that dulled the bitter chill. 
 
    "I don't think our plan is going to work," Deril said as he took a seat by the fire, in a spot where they'd cleared the snow. 
 
    "I have the same feeling," Kae said. "Rella might have told them everything. And if that's the case, they'll be waiting for us." 
 
    "And what will they do?" Deril asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    "Atarin might be a brutal man," Tharik said, "but he still tries to operate according to our laws. That won't save us in the end, but it means he probably won't kill us immediately. We'll face trial first." 
 
    "But that's only if he catches us," Andra said. "I still think I can make this work." 
 
    Deril wished he could believe that. "It might, but we have to prepare for the worst." 
 
    Tharik chuckled, but there was no humor in it. "Well, if the worst happens, there's little we can do about it." 
 
      
 
    They reached the walled city of Haladel the next morning. The stone walls stood at least fifty feet high, manned by Fire Guards. The Fire Guards at the gate watched the party approach, and Deril didn't like the way their hands rested on the hilts of their swords. 
 
    "Is there another way into the city?" he asked Kae. 
 
    "No." 
 
    Deril's chest tightened as they approached the gate and the guards drew their swords. There was no doubt about it. Those guards were ready to arrest them. Four stood at the large stone gate, but more were surely stationed nearby. 
 
    "Don't come any closer," said one of the guards. 
 
    "I don't understand," Deril said, feigning innocence. "Is there some reason we can't enter the city?" 
 
    The guards conferred in low voices. Soon another dozen guards appeared at the gate. Deril glanced at the rest of his party, whose faces had become very pale. 
 
    A captain stepped forward. "You're going to have to come with us." 
 
    "I don't understand," Deril said, heart pounding. "Did we do something wrong?" 
 
    The captain approached, holding his sword ready. He stopped a few feet from Deril and stared at his face, as though examining him. "You look exactly like your brother, Deril Anduri. Well, the hair's different, but that's it." 
 
    Deril's heart sank into his stomach. He'd tried to prepare himself for this possibility, but now that it was happening, panic seized him. How could they hope to escape this? 
 
    "Don't even think of fighting," the captain said, as though sensing where Deril's thoughts were going. "We've already shielded your entire party. Put your weapons down and come with us. Resisting will do you no favors." 
 
    Deril looked to the others, hoping they had solutions, but they were all shaking their heads. With a deep sigh, Deril placed his sword on the ground. The others did the same in tense silence. 
 
    The captain turned to the other guards. "Detain them." 
 
    The Fire Guards grabbed everyone in the party, their grips strong and unyielding, but not too rough. These men and women were trained professionals, much like the Sun Guard back home. They marched the party through the clean cobblestone streets of Haladel, past countless Sunlamps that bathed everything in a golden glow, past immaculate stone buildings. 
 
    The warmth of the city felt welcoming after so long on the road. But that was the only thing about the city that brought Deril comfort. 
 
    Every step took him closer to failure. He fought against tears, fought to keep his mind searching for solutions. Not that he could think of any. 
 
    A few city residents watched the group march past, but most avoided them. At last, the palace came into view. Off to the right was the warehouse they would have entered had everything gone according to plan. 
 
    Their guards marched them past the warehouse, along a well-kept stone walkway, then up the vast stone steps in front of the palace—a great stone structure that looked more like a fortress than anything, with no windows and enormous towers. 
 
    A man with a dark beard stood outside the palace's entrance, watching them approach. Deril glanced at Andra, whose eyes flickered with hope. 
 
    "Soren," she said, "this is all a grave mistake." 
 
    "No, I don't think so. You are welcome here, but the rest of them aren't." He gestured Andra toward him, then looked at the Fire Guards. "Let her go. I don't truly believe she's with them." He narrowed his eyes at Andra. "I pray that this is true." 
 
    "Of course it is," Andra said, and Deril couldn't discern if she was lying. Soren wrapped an arm around Andra and directed her into the palace. 
 
    The rest of the group stepped through the large stone doors and into a grand entrance chamber with wooden floors and lavish red carpets. By contrast, the inside of the palace looked out of place in such a bleak place as the Frozen Lands. 
 
    They took a quick left, entering a corridor where everything was made of stone. In the next room, a lone Fire Guard sat behind a wooden desk, and behind him was a rack containing numerous keys. The warden, Deril guessed. 
 
    The Fire Guards took keys from that rack and led the party down a set of stone steps at the end of the room. The bright glow of Sunlamps faded, and soon they stood in the shadowy dungeon. First, the Fire Guards led Faina and Kae into a large cell where a red-haired woman lay on the stone floor, asleep or dead. They put Kadin, Davin, Tharik, and Deril into another cell. As the door clanged closed, Deril felt the suffocating reality of his situation. 
 
    He should have expected this the entire time. Atarin was not the kind of man who would let such a weak plan destroy his dreams. 
 
    Deril leaned against the cold stone wall, trying to keep the tears away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41: The Final Mission 
 
    "Rella, you look terrible." 
 
    Rella opened her eyes, looked up, and would have jumped in shock if she'd had the energy. Kae was now in her cell, resting against the wall, frowning in a defeated expression. 
 
    "What're you doing here?" Rella said, struggling to sit up. They hadn't tortured her for a while, but her strength had been slow in returning. She wished it wouldn't, wished she could fade away instead of spending the rest of her life here. 
 
    "They were ready for us," Kae said. "Don't worry. I don't blame you." 
 
    "It's still my fault," Rella said, holding back tears. 
 
    "No, it's not," Kae said. "If your current state is any indication, they tortured you terribly. I wouldn't expect anyone to stand up to such torture." 
 
    "No. I should have been stronger. The strange thing is I don't remember giving away our plans. But Atarin said I did. I'm sorry." 
 
    Now the tears did come. Rella didn't bother to wipe them away. 
 
    Kae put a hand on her shoulder, warm and comforting. "That's in the past now. There's nothing you could have done. We just have to think about the future." 
 
    "What future?" said another woman. Rella glanced over at her. The skinny woman had long, messy brown hair. 
 
    "I'm Faina," she said, scooting closer to Rella. "I'm a Fireweaver like you." 
 
    "I'm guessing Tharik is here as well," Rella said. But not Andra. 
 
    "Over here," Tharik said from the cell straight across the dungeon. In there with him were three people Rella didn't recognize. They introduced themselves as Kadin, Davin, and Deril. Even in the shadowy dungeon, Rella could see the similarities between Deril and Karik. 
 
    "So what do we do now?" Rella said, gathering her strength at last. 
 
    "What can we do?" Kae said. 
 
    "We've already tried to break through their shields," Deril said, "but they're too strong." He shook his head. "I feel like I've failed everyone." 
 
    "Don't blame yourself," Rella said. "Blame me. I'm the one who got caught. I should have been more careful." 
 
    Kae put a hand on her shoulder. "You did the best you could." 
 
    But Rella didn't believe that. She recognized that she'd been foolish in returning to the Sunlord's chamber when Karik and Atarin suspected her of sneaking around. But even if she hadn't made that visit, they'd have discovered what she was doing. These people didn't take chances. She kept going back in her mind, trying to think of some way she could have achieved a different outcome. 
 
    Nothing came to her. 
 
    "What about Andra?" Deril asked, looking defeated as he met Kae's gaze. 
 
    "I'm not sure what she intends, or if she can even help us. We shouldn't expect anything from her. I doubt Soren has the influence." 
 
    Footsteps sounded, echoing from the stairwell. Rella tensed, peering through the bars and across the shadowy dungeon. Who would be visiting them now? She hadn't seen anyone since her final interrogation session. Perhaps somebody was coming for the others. 
 
    Everyone fell silent as the footsteps grew louder. At last, the person stepped into view, and Rella felt a hot surge of anger. It was Talin. 
 
    "What're you doing here?" she demanded. 
 
    Talin glanced down at her with something that almost looked like sympathy. "I wanted to say I'm sorry for what I had to do to you." 
 
    She barked a laugh. "And why should I care that you're sorry?" 
 
    He spoke in a soft voice. "Because I'm the person who's going to get you out of here." 
 
    Everyone stared at him with wide eyes, especially Kae and Tharik. 
 
    "Talin, it's good to see you," Kae said. "How're you getting us out of here?" 
 
    "You know him?" Rella said. 
 
    "He used to be the leader of our clan. I think I mentioned before that he had to go to the Atarin's palace because he was a potential Firelord. I wasn't sure about his loyalties, but I think he's sincere about helping us." 
 
    Rella thought back to that conversation that seemed so long ago, but she couldn't remember anything about Talin. Of course, she'd been focused on her own fate then. 
 
    "I don't truly support Atarin," Talin said. 
 
    "Then why did you torture me?" Rella demanded, glaring at him. 
 
    Talin sighed, running a hand through his graying beard. "To operate as a spy for the Brotherhood, I have to give the appearance that I support Atarin. If I'd spared you the torture Atarin wanted, he would've become suspicious." 
 
    "Why didn't you tell me what you were sooner?" Rella said. "I could have used some protection." 
 
    "I only knew you as a Firelord and Atarin's niece. You never gave me any indication that you didn't support Atarin. I couldn't have trusted you with my secrets." 
 
    Rella understood, but she burned with anger. Her energy had begun to return with Talin's offer of aid. A part of her wondered if this was a cruel dream. 
 
    "What about once you were torturing me?' she said. 
 
    "Do you think you would have believed me? You would have seen it as a ploy to get information out of you. Even if I'd promised to get you out of here, you would have thought I was only doing it for Atarin." 
 
    "I understand," Rella said, her anger dying. He was right. She would have assumed he was employing a different interrogation tactic. 
 
    "How are you going to help us escape?" Deril said from the other cell. 
 
    "I can't do it today," Talin said. "There's too much security around the dungeon. Tomorrow, however, it'll be much easier. Most of the palace's security will be stationed in the wing of the palace where the Sunlord is being kept, and where they intend to free Halarik." 
 
    "But how are we going to get there?" Rella asked, stomach churning. 
 
    A rare smile crossed Talin's face. "It'll be quite easy, actually. We'll use that secret passage to gain access to the Sunlord's chamber. We'll meet some resistance along the way, but not as much as we would if we tried to barge into the wing from its entrance." 
 
    This didn't feel quite right to Rella. "But wouldn't they have guards around the room?" 
 
    "They don't think they need guards there," Talin said. "We created a powerful weave, sealing the room. But I left a weakness in that weave. I can break through it in a few seconds. We'll be putting a similar weave around the dungeon's entrance later today, so that we can devote all our resources to that wing." 
 
    "Will there be more of these weaves along the way?" Deril asked. 
 
    "Yes, and I took part in all of them. That's why it was so important that I earn Atarin's trust. I became one of his most trusted, and I'll be the one to foil his plans." 
 
    Rella's heart fluttered. She had hope for the first time in weeks. A strange feeling. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Deril slept fitfully that night. No matter how confident Talin was in his plan, there was a good chance something would go wrong. Deril also hated the time pressure. They couldn't escape the dungeon until Atarin started the ritual. 
 
    At times, he paced the cell, thinking of how he might make this work. Talin had addressed his part of the plan, but Deril had work to do. 
 
    If Kadin's feel for the sun was accurate, that meant Deril's father had continued his Sunlord duties, which meant there had to be a sun chamber in the palace, probably within the wing where his father was held. Deril had to send Kadin to that wing and pray that Kadin would manage the Sunlord's weave. Kadin couldn't be part of the battle. 
 
    Deril felt sick to his stomach. He had never been that strong of a planner. He'd always preferred to act in the moment and let Tiran devise the plans, but Tiran wasn't here anymore. In some ways, Deril had accepted the loss. In others, he rebelled at the very thought. 
 
    But he couldn't think about Tiran right now. Tomorrow's plan was much more important. 
 
    The others didn't sleep well either, so Deril had the opportunity to share his rough plan with them. They appeared to trust him, although he didn't trust himself. Strange. 
 
    Then the waiting began. In the dungeon, there was no day or night, only a rough estimation of time. Deril checked his light reserves, glad that he hadn't expended any of them the morning they'd arrived at Haladel. The Fireweavers would also have plenty, as they could take power from the core even with a shield around them. 
 
    At last, footsteps sounded. Deril peered through the bars, waiting for Talin's arrival. Please let it be Talin, and not some Fire Guard here to execute us. 
 
    When the person stepped into view, Deril exhaled with relief. Thank Aralea—it was Talin. 
 
    "It's time," Talin said, showing them two keys. He unlocked both cells. Everyone stepped out into the dark dungeon corridor, glancing around as though guards might come storming in. 
 
    "Rella, are you sure you want to be a part of this?" Kae asked. "You still look weak." 
 
    "I'll manage," Rella said as they started walking. She did look pale and unsteady. Deril couldn't imagine how she'd survived so much torture. Yes, Orange weaves were not meant to kill, but they often did if the torturer wasn't careful. Rella had Talin to thank for her life. 
 
    Deril walked up beside Talin. "Has the process started?" 
 
    Talin nodded, his features tight with worry. "We still have time, though." 
 
    Let's hope you're right. Deril tried to quell his rising fear as they walked up the steps and out of the dungeon. The warden no longer sat behind his desk. 
 
    "How much resistance are we going to face?" Deril asked Talin. 
 
    "As long as no one sees us coming out of here, we should be all right." 
 
    As if that was supposed to make Deril feel better. He said nothing, though, following Talin to the door. Talin held up a hand, opened the door, and peered through. After a few tense moments, he motioned for everyone to follow him. 
 
    They stepped out into the bright palace corridor. It was empty for the moment, but how long would that last? Deril's entire body tensed, and he glanced in both directions before following Talin. When they'd first come to the palace, it had been loud, bustling with activity, but now it sounded deserted. 
 
    As they approached the grand foyer, Deril heard voices, and the sound helped him relax. His party did look rather ragged, though, and he worried they'd stand out. 
 
    They stepped out into the foyer, where people were going about their usual business. A few people glanced at the party, but no one appeared to suspect them—or at least Deril hoped that was the case. 
 
    The party had moved into a more natural walking formation, spread about the foyer. It would look suspicious if they were all clearly following Talin. 
 
    Of course, Deril had the feeling they looked suspicious anyways, like none of them belonged here in the grand palace, walking across its rich wooden floors. 
 
    Talin led them into the closest corridor. More people crowded this corridor, and that crowd included a few Fire Guards. Deril's heart climbed into his throat as they passed the Fire Guards. What if some of them were the same ones who'd taken the party prisoner? 
 
    No one stopped them, though. 
 
    Perhaps their proximity to Talin helped them. Talin was one of Atarin's closest advisors, so maybe Fire Guards didn't question Talin. Still, Deril's legs felt as though they'd collapse. Every breath was a great effort. 
 
    At last, they reached the door to Rella's chamber, which stood in a deserted section of the corridor. No Fire Guards patrolled anywhere within sight. 
 
    Talin touched a hand to the reinforced wooden door, closed his eyes for a few moments, then opened the door and led the party inside. Once they'd all entered, Talin shut the door. For the moment, it appeared no one had seen them. 
 
    Talin opened a wardrobe in the corner of the room. There was a hole in the bottom of the wardrobe, and beneath it a section of stone that marked the entrance to the secret passage. 
 
    Bending low, Talin touched it, and the passage rumbled open. 
 
    "Get inside," he said. "I'll close it behind us." 
 
    Deril slipped into the dark passage, trying to calm his unsteady breathing. The others followed. No one had said anything for a long time, but he could sense their fear. They followed the passage, casting Yellow to light the way. Another soft rumble, the passage closing behind them. As darkness flooded their surroundings, Deril's heart climbed into his throat. 
 
    Relax, Deril. Getting anxious will only get you killed. 
 
    They reached the end of the passage. Above them, square markings indicated the passage's other exit. Talin pushed through the party, a struggle in the tight confines, then touched the exit. It rumbled open, and he pulled himself up through the hole. 
 
    Deril followed, entering a chamber that looked much like Rella's—warm and luxurious. 
 
    "At least they've treated my father well," Deril said. 
 
    "They're not complete monsters," Talin said. He glanced at Rella, shaking his head. 
 
    Rella still looked pale. "I forgive you, Talin. You had no choice. I see that now." 
 
    "Thank you," Talin said. "Now let's make sure this plan works." 
 
    "Do you know where the sun chamber is?" Deril asked. 
 
    "Yes, and I was part of the protections around it." Talin reached into his pocket and pulled out a key, which he handed to Kadin. "This will get you inside. My weave will protect you once you're in there—at least for a while." 
 
    Kadin turned the key over in his hands. "Let's hope I can do this." 
 
    Faina touched his shoulder. "You can do it, Kadin. After all, you got me away from that plantation, and that looked impossible. How is this any worse?" 
 
    Deril wished he could say something to comfort the boy, but he felt too tense, too anxious. Deep breaths didn't help. 
 
    He wouldn't let his fear show, however, as he turned to face the rest of the group. "Faina and Rella, I want you to go with Kadin. You can help protect him." 
 
    "I'll help as well," Tharik said. "I'm a decent Fireweaver, but I won't stand a chance where you're going." 
 
    "Then it's settled," Deril said. There was no time to waste. He looked to his new party: Talin, Kae, and Davin. If someone had told him before this all started that he would have to save the world with three Fireweavers at his side, he would have laughed in their face. 
 
    "Be careful, Kae," Tharik said. 
 
    "You, too." 
 
    "How heavily guarded is the corridor?" Deril asked Talin. 
 
    Talin hesitated a moment. "There are many guards at the entrance, two farther in, and another two where we're going. If we work together, we can kill them all silently. Then we won't have to worry about everyone at the entrance to the corridor. You and Davin can weave shields to silence them and keep them from attacking us. Kae and I will do a Red/Orange weave." 
 
    "Good plan," Deril said. It sounded like it would work. Still, he didn't want to think about what remained ahead of them. 
 
    "Let's go," Talin said, opening the wooden door and peering out into the corridor. After a moment, he beckoned the rest of the party forward. Deril stepped through the door, and when he glanced to his right, he saw the two guards at the hall's entrance gazing the other direction. 
 
    Talin nodded, and they stepped closer. Once they were within range, Deril and Davin cast a shield together, making sure it would allow their attacks to pass through. Moments later, fire erupted around the two guards. With the shields silencing them, they screamed out in silent anguish. Deril felt a little sorry for them, but he had bigger concerns at the moment. 
 
    When the guards fell still, Talin motioned for the party to follow him. They walked along the corridor and stopped about halfway to a junction. 
 
    Talin gestured toward the door at his right. "This is the sun chamber." 
 
    Kadin's face was paler than ever as he inserted the key in the lock. He slipped inside, followed by Faina, Rella, and Tharik. They eased the door closed. 
 
    "It's time to go," Talin said. 
 
    As Deril followed, he felt the sneaking suspicion that Kadin had the easier task. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42: Halarik 
 
    Kadin stood in the sun chamber, looking up through the giant hole in the ceiling, feeling the sun's weakening rays. He hated how everyone acted like he could manage this with little effort. How could he hope to perform this weave under so much pressure? 
 
    "Just focus," Faina said. She looked skinnier than ever, weaker. 
 
    Kadin took a few deep breaths, his stomach churning. "I know. It sounds so simple." 
 
    He strode to the center of the chamber and took a seat in the sun. For most of his life, he had wondered how it must feel to be the Sunlord. In truth, it felt strange sitting in a room like this, expecting to perform miracles. How could his life have changed so much in so little time? 
 
    Faina, Rella, and Tharik stood guard by the door, and Kadin tried to ignore their presence. Maybe he could do this if he pretended no one was watching him. 
 
    His chest felt tight, his entire body tense. He took deep breath after deep breath, trying to sort through his anxious thoughts. All he had to do was add one more color to the weave. Don't think about what's going on elsewhere. Focus on what you can control. 
 
    He tried and tried, weaving three colors together, then four, then five. But whenever he tried to add the sixth color, he hit a block. His heart pounded, and he felt sick. 
 
    Please, Aralea—or whoever's out there—let Deril succeed. I can't do it. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Deril followed Talin down the corridor, his chest so tight he could barely breathe. Their party of four, including Kae and Davin, rounded a corner to the right. Ahead of them, two Fire Guards stood in front of what looked like a blank wall, but Deril knew it was the door to where they needed to go. 
 
    "Firelord Talin," said one of the guards, "who are these people? Firelord Atarin gave strict orders about who's allowed inside." 
 
    "Well, I'm allowed inside," Talin said. "Aren't I?" 
 
    "Of course, but you can't bring these people with you." 
 
    "We'll see about that," Talin said with a meaningful nod toward the rest of the party. Deril and Davin wove a shield to silence the guards. The men realized what they were doing, but too late. By the time they reacted, Talin and Kae had set them on fire. 
 
    The guards crumpled to the ground, screaming silently behind the shields. Deril felt another pang of sympathy, but he shoved it aside. 
 
    Talin stepped over the guards' bodies and touched his hand to the wall. Slowly, it rumbled open, and Deril's stomach gave a mighty lurch. He couldn't believe how close he was to the end, yet it still felt like some distant goal. Somewhere down there, his father was waiting. 
 
    Somewhere down there, an insane god was about to return. 
 
    Talin motioned the party forward. Deril strode in behind him, wishing he could calm his queasy stomach. Inside, spiraling stone steps led downward for hundreds of feet. Light came from far below, accompanied by voices. 
 
    "How many people are down there," Deril whispered to Talin. 
 
    "Ten, I think, all Firelords." 
 
    "How can we hope to stop them?" Deril said. 
 
    "No idea," Talin said. 
 
    Well, they'd have to improvise. That brought Deril back to the moment this had all began, when he'd run after his father, jumping off the cliff like a madman. Not his proudest moment, but something he'd needed to do. 
 
    They descended the steps as quickly and quietly as possible. With every step, Deril felt more like turning and running the other way. How could he be the best person for this?  
 
    As they got closer to the bottom, the voices became clearer. 
 
    "The weave is almost finished," someone announced in a loud voice. Probably Atarin. "A few more seconds and our god will be free." 
 
    Hearing the triumph in that voice, Deril knew the words were true. His father was about to be part of the worst mistake in history, and Deril could do nothing to stop it. 
 
    "We're too late," he said. The bottom of the chamber looked almost a hundred feet away. 
 
    The others remained silent, shaking their heads and looking down at the shadowy floor. 
 
    Then Deril realized what he could do. He wove Yellow and Blue and leapt, praying his shield would be strong enough. Yes, he'd practiced this, but he hadn't jumped this far since the day he'd broken his legs. 
 
    Air whooshed past him. His stomach leapt with anticipation. The light came closer and closer, the voices louder. The people at the bottom came into view. A few of them looked up, their eyes wide as Deril plummeted toward them. 
 
    At last, he hit the ground. Pain flared through his legs, but they didn't feel broken. Everyone had frozen, caught by surprise. Everyone except the two men in the center of the room. 
 
    The red-bearded one, presumably Atarin, looked toward a circular indentation in the floor. The other man was Deril's father. His eyes were closed, and Deril sensed a powerful shield around him, a shield designed to stop everything but the weave that would free Halarik. 
 
    After a moment, Atarin turned to Deril. "I don't know how you got in here, but you're too late. The weave is complete." 
 
    Deril looked into his father's eyes. The Sunlord nodded gravely. 
 
    The air shimmered in front of them. Everyone watched in silence, ignoring Deril's presence. Deril didn't want to see this, but he kept his eyes on the scene. He couldn't escape anyways, not against so many. 
 
    The shimmering grew stronger. The ground trembled. Something dark and shadowy materialized in front of them, coalescing into a thicker and darker cloud. The Firelords all stepped toward it with huge smiles, but Deril felt as though evil hovered right in front of him. 
 
    The cloud disappeared. In its place stood a large man with a thick beard. But Deril knew this was no man. 
 
    This was Halarik.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Kadin kept weaving colors together, praying for the breakthrough he needed. The ground rumbled, distracting him for a moment. He looked toward the others, but they were shaking their heads. 
 
    "I think you're getting close," Faina said. "Keep working." 
 
    "I'm almost through my reserves," Kadin said, working to hold back his anger and frustration. He hated to think this could all depend on him. 
 
    Voices came from out in the corridor, followed by banging against stone. Kadin peered toward the door, his heart hammering. "Have they discovered us?" 
 
    "Don't worry about that," Tharik said. "We'll handle it. Focus, Kadin." 
 
    Focus. It sounded so easy to everyone else, but it wasn't to him. He tried his best, though, pushing aside his doubts, concentrating on the necessary weave. Three colors. Four. Five. His head pounded. His breathing felt labored. One more color. That was all he needed. 
 
    One more color. 
 
    Something felt different this time. Warmth flooded through him, and he looked up at the sun. The power coursed through his entire body, almost as though it were something alive. It was the greatest experience of his life. In a moment, all his frustrations vanished. He felt nothing but the power. 
 
    But he knew he had to release it to complete the weave. After a deep breath, he did so, and weakness overtook him. He collapsed, the world spinning around him. 
 
    "Kadin, are you all right?" Faina said, kneeling beside him and touching his shoulder. 
 
    He looked into her eyes. "I'm great. I did it." 
 
    And then the door burst into dozens of chunks. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Deril backed away as Halarik stepped out of the indentation in the floor. The fire god looked around for a few moments, as though confused, but then he smiled. 
 
    "Free at last," he said in a deep voice, his eyes wild and unnerving. 
 
    But then there was a change in the air of the room, and another shimmer formed around Halarik. He glanced around with panic in his eyes. His figure became fuzzy, and rage crossed his face as he waved his arm in a sharp motion. Atarin rushed toward him but couldn't touch him. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Halarik vanished, and the entire palace began to tremble. 
 
    "What did you do?" Atarin demanded, advancing on Deril. 
 
    Deril smiled even though his death was seconds away. "I didn't do anything. It was all Kadin. You thought you eliminated every potential Sunlord, but you didn't. I found one, and I've been training him. Now that he's performed the Sunlord's weave, he's stopped your plan." 
 
    "I can always try this again," Atarin said. "I'll find this Kadin and bend him to my will." 
 
    "He'll be too well protected," Deril said, though he didn't believe it. Not with Kadin standing within the palace's walls. But Atarin didn't know that. 
 
    The rumbling had grown stronger, and bits of dust were falling from the ceiling far above. The Firelords looked up, eyes wide with alarm. 
 
    "I think we need to get out of here," one said. "Whatever went wrong with the weave looks like it's going to destroy the palace." 
 
    Deril laughed, no longer caring if he lived or died. "No, I think your precious fire god did this right before he disappeared. He truly is insane. Anyone can see that now." 
 
    "Let's go," Atarin said, rushing past Deril. The other Firelords did the same, sprinting up the spiraling steps. For a moment, Deril watched them. 
 
    He turned to his father. "Can you run?" 
 
    "I'm still in good shape," his father said as larger chunks of the chamber began crashing down around them. "But I'm not sure we have enough time." 
 
    Deril took off at a sprint, his father right behind him. They raced up the steps as the trembling became fiercer. Deril struggled to keep his balance. The ground looked so small beneath him. If he fell, he wouldn't have the time to get back up. 
 
    Ahead of them, almost at the top of the chamber, the Firelords were shouting. What had happened to the rest of Deril's party? Had they taken shelter somewhere, or perhaps escaped by now? 
 
    The steps felt like they stretched forever. Higher and higher they climbed, the world quaking around them. Deril and his father had both woven shields, which deflected the large chunks of rock falling from the ceiling. Behind them, the stairs had begun to collapse. How long until everything came down around them? 
 
    No shield could protect them from that. 
 
    Deril's father was panting behind him. 
 
    "Just a little farther," Deril said, stopping suddenly. A section of five steps had fallen away in front of him. Could he make a jump that far? He glanced around, heart pounding as the quake became so strong he could barely stay on his feet. 
 
    "Don't hesitate," his father said. "Trust yourself." 
 
    Deril took a deep breath and made the jump. When he hit the other side, his legs dangled off the edge, but he managed to pull himself up to the steps. 
 
    He turned back to his father. "Reach out and grab my hand. Trust me." 
 
    "I trust you, Deril." 
 
    His father extended his hand over the gap, leaning as far as he could. Deril did the same and grabbed onto his father's hand. His father made the jump himself and reached the other side with Deril's help. 
 
    Then the bottom step crumbled beneath his father's feet. Deril's stomach lurched, but he held with all the strength he had as his father's feet dangled over the edge. His father's weight was pulling him down. Deril tried to hold on to something with his legs, but amidst the great trembling, it wouldn't matter. He slid closer and closer to the edge. 
 
    At least they'd prevented Halarik's return. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Weak and trembling, Kadin watched as the Fire Guards stormed into the room, pushing through the debris left from the door. They sent a giant burst of fire through the chamber. Kadin flinched away and closed his eyes, knowing he lacked the light reserves to weave a shield. 
 
    But the flames didn't touch him. When he opened his eyes, he saw that Faina and Rella remained standing. Flames had engulfed Tharik, though. 
 
    Tharik had barely known Kadin, and he'd saved Kadin's life by sacrificing his own. 
 
    Kadin didn't deserve that. 
 
    Still, how could they escape the Fire Guards? In a few moments, Tharik's sacrifice would mean nothing. Kadin waited for the next surge of fire, but then the palace began to tremble as though a violent earthquake had struck it. The Fire Guards glanced around in panic, then darted out of the room as chunks of stone fell from the ceiling. 
 
    Kadin dodged one before rushing to Faina's side. "You need to cast your shield around me," he said. "I can't do it myself." 
 
    Faina nodded, her eyes alight with terror. "Stay close to me." 
 
    They rushed out of the room, huddling beneath their shields as more and more debris threatened to pummel them. Kadin glanced back once at Tharik, whose body was now a charred husk. Poor man. 
 
    Out in the corridor, the shaking was worse than ever. Shouts came from the distance, both from their left and their right. They took off toward the left. No time to worry about people coming from behind them. Kadin's heart pounded, and sweat clung to his clothing. 
 
    Down the corridor. To its entrance. Into another corridor. 
 
    Kadin glanced both ways, struggling to stay on his feet. "Which way do we go?" 
 
    "I-I don't know," Faina said. 
 
    Rella turned to them. "Follow me. I know my way around." 
 
    Here in the main section of the palace, there was nothing but chaos. All around, chunks of the ceiling were crashing to the floor. Screams and shouts came from everywhere. Kadin followed Rella without thought, pushing through his weakness, feeling lost and terrified. 
 
    A huge chunk of the ceiling crashed down in front of them, blocking their path. 
 
    "Damn!" Rella shouted, flinching as bits of rock blasted her shield. "We need to move this." 
 
    "My Yellow/Green weave isn't strong enough," Faina said. 
 
    "My reserves are gone," Kadin said. "I can't do a thing." 
 
    Rella's eyes widened, and she glanced back the way they'd come. "We'll have to find another path then." 
 
    They retraced their path, sprinting as fast as their legs would carry them. Kadin's breath came in sharp gasps, and he felt like doubling over in exhaustion, but he pushed through the pain. 
 
    At a nearby junction, they froze. A group of Firelords raced out of the corridor, Atarin among them. Kadin and the others dodged to the side, and the Firelords ignored them. 
 
    "We could follow them," Faina said. "They'll clear the debris." 
 
    The rumble had become almost deafening. Kadin struggled more than ever to stay on his feet. "Which is faster, following them or finding another way?" 
 
    Rella hesitated a moment, her balance wavering. "Faina's right. Let's follow them." 
 
    But was that the right choice? 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Just as Deril thought his father would carry him down to the floor far below, hands fastened around his ankles. 
 
    "Hold on!" Talin said. "We've got you." 
 
    Deril pushed with everything he had, trying to help them. Slowly, painfully, his father came up higher and higher. Deril's heart pounded in his ears. With the world quaking so much, he was sure the steps would collapse beneath him. But he held on, refusing to leave his father behind. He hadn't come all this way to fail his father now. 
 
    At last, Deril and his father both sat on the steps, gasping for air. But there was no time. They got to their feet, racing after Talin and Kae as the world fell in around them. The light from the top of the stairs was brighter, but would they reach it in time? 
 
    One violent tremor nearly sent Deril over the crumbling stone railing. His stomach leapt, and he steadied his balance moments before he would have fallen. 
 
    At last, they reached the top of the stairs, but now the entire palace was coming down around them. Rubble was a foot or two deep in spots. They climbed over it, pushing through the deserted corridor. 
 
    More and more debris crowded their path. Their shields were barely strong enough to stop it. Deril offered a silent prayer to no one in particular. There were now giant holes in the palace's ceiling. From above, shafts of dim sunlight entered the corridor. If only there were a way to climb up there and escape this chaos. 
 
    Heart pounding, Deril clung to his father's hand as he followed Talin and Kae to the end of the corridor. There, a huge chunk of the ceiling had blocked the path to their right. 
 
    So they took off to the left, past more debris. Some people had been trapped beneath it, but there was no time to worry about them. Deril did check, though, making sure they weren't members of his party, and they weren't. 
 
    But where were the others? Had the collapse trapped them in the sun chamber? 
 
    No. There wasn't time to check. The palace was minutes from collapsing. They raced to a place where debris had fallen, but a path had been created by the Firelords, or perhaps by Kadin and the others. 
 
    They emerged in the grand lobby, but it didn't look so grand anymore. Chunks of the ceiling had fallen all over, and more were crashing down upon them. At the front of the lobby, the palace's great stone gate was closed. Three people stood before that gate. Even from behind, Deril recognized Rella's bright red hair. 
 
    He, Talin, and Kae raced to the others. 
 
    Rella turned. "The Firelords closed the gate behind them." 
 
    Amidst the growing tremors, Talin stepped toward the gate and put a hand to it. After a few moments, he said, "I can't break through the weave on this stone. I didn't take part in creating it." 
 
    "Then what can we do?" Kadin said. 
 
    Deril felt like throwing up. "I don't know." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43: A World Changed 
 
    Deril struggled to keep his balance as the trembling intensified. He glared at the closed stone door, as though his anger could make it move. The palace had been built with no windows, but there had to be another way out. 
 
    "Maybe the collapse has opened a hole in the wall somewhere," he said. 
 
    "Have you seen any holes?" Talin said. "The entire outside of this palace is reinforced with such strong weaves that I doubt even this quake could bring them down." 
 
    "Then we have no hope," Kadin said, looking down at the ground. 
 
    "Wait!" Rella said. "I know how we can get out. The secret passage to the warehouse." 
 
    "Of course," Deril said. How had he not thought of that? 
 
    "But that goes underground," Talin said. "It might not be clear." 
 
    "As I see it," Deril said, "we have no choice." 
 
    They took off, following Rella's lead and holding their shields strong. The door to the cellar stood at the other side of the foyer. Rella pushed through it and raced down the steps, into darkness. The others followed. The trembling seemed weaker now, but the palace continued coming down around them. Twice, they had to crawl over debris in the dark. 
 
    "Do you know where this passage is?" Kadin shouted over the rumbling. 
 
    Rella turned to him, her face pale and lined with concern. "No, but I read the plans." 
 
    "Don't worry," Talin said, rushing to the front of the group. "I know where it is." 
 
    He took them down twisting corridors piled high with chunks of the ceiling. In places, Deril could see up to the floor above, and even up to the sky. The debris slid off their shields, but Deril could feel his light reserves dwindling. Surely the others were having more trouble. They had maybe a few more minutes. 
 
    "Found it!" Talin said, stopping at a nondescript section of wall. He touched it with his hand, and it came open, the low rumble lost among the greater trembling. 
 
    They rushed into the passage and didn't bother to close it. Now they had to pray the passage itself wasn't blocked.  
 
    But they did come to a blockage. Deril felt sick. 
 
    "Kae and I will shift this out of the way," Talin said. "Help shield us while we do it." 
 
    Deril stepped closer, extending his shield as they worked. Soon there was a hole large enough for them to slip through. Deril returned his shield to its full strength, to where it surrounded only him, then followed Talin and Kae through the hole. 
 
    The passage ahead was clear, and they raced through it. About halfway through, the trembling grew weaker, perhaps because they were farther from where Halarik had unleashed the powerful weave. 
 
    Soon they came to a dead end. Talin did his weave, and the passage opened. They poured out into a warehouse stacked high with crates and lit by scattered Sunlamps. Here, there was barely any trembling at all. The crates quivered only a little. 
 
    "I know the way out of here," Talin said, motioning for everyone else to follow. They raced to the warehouse's exit and stepped out onto the snow-covered cobblestone streets. 
 
    "We need to get out of the city," Deril said. 
 
    "But how will we get past the guards at the gate?" Kae asked. 
 
    Talin stopped and turned to them. "I know a way. Follow me." 
 
    Out in the city, the tremors were weaker Still, people glanced around in panic. Many looked toward the palace, which had collapsed. Only its reinforced outside walls remained standing. Where were all the Firelords now? 
 
    "We shouldn't move too fast," Talin said. "Don't want to draw suspicion." 
 
    Davin chuckled, sounding out of breath. "I couldn't keep running anyways." 
 
    Deril was glad to know he wasn't alone in that. His father, who still clung to him, looked sweaty and exhausted. 
 
    "Are you doing all right?" Deril asked. 
 
    "I'll manage. Don't worry about me." 
 
    As they walked, the trembling continued. How powerful was this weave Halarik had performed? Had Atarin and the others realized by now that Halarik had done this, or did they still believe it was an effect of their weave failing to free Halarik? 
 
    People had a way of ignoring the truth if they didn't like it. 
 
    After walking for a few minutes, the party stopped at what looked like an ordinary stretch of the city's giant stone wall. Talin put a hand to the wall. "There's a secret passage here, designed for Fireweavers in need. Few people know about it." 
 
    The passage rumbled open, large enough for them to slip inside. Talin closed the passage behind them, then strode to the other side of the wall, where he opened another passage. 
 
    They stepped through this second hole, leaving the city behind. 
 
    "Now let's get out of here," Kae said. "The chaos will only keep them busy so long." 
 
    Despite their exhaustion, they marched northward. Today, there was no snow, but the air felt bitterly cold. Deril had few reserves left to battle the cold, so he had to endure it and hope that his thick furs were enough. 
 
    Eventually, he recharged his light reserves, and he was glad for the warmth that came with Red Suncasting. That night, utterly exhausted, they settled down in the middle of nowhere and started a small fire. Everyone huddled close to the fire, warming their hands above its flames. 
 
    As they'd walked, Deril had told his father everything. The story took a long time to recount, but his father listened patiently, his eyebrows lifting at the mention of Kadin's Sunlord powers. Was there something Deril's father hadn't told him? 
 
    They all looked miserable as they sat around the fire, but no one looked as bad as Kae. She had lost her husband. She'd managed thus far to remain strong, but Deril knew a person couldn't do that forever. In truth, he still hadn't accepted Tiran's death. 
 
    So they sat in subdued silence, barely speaking or acknowledging one another. It didn't feel as victory should. Yes, they'd prevented Halarik's return, but they'd suffered a lot to do so. In time, they would realize the importance of what they'd done. For the moment, though, Deril felt numb and without direction. What would he do now? The world couldn't be the same after this. Surely people would see how Sunweavers and Fireweavers worked together. 
 
    But were the people of Tarileth ready to accept that? 
 
    "We did a great thing," he said, breaking a long silence. 
 
    Kae looked up. "I know. Tharik did a great thing as well." 
 
    "Yes, he did save my life," Kadin said, looking down at the ground. "But I don't feel like I deserved that sacrifice." 
 
    Faina leaned against Kadin. "You're a Sunlord, Kadin, a real Sunlord. He died to protect you because you're important. The world needs you." 
 
    "But they have one Sunlord already," Kadin said, glancing at Deril's father. 
 
    The Sunlord cleared his throat. "I'm not going to live forever. And as long as you're around, it will be more difficult for them to try this again." 
 
    Tense silence fell, and Deril's legs bounced. He couldn't believe how close the world had come to seeing the return of Halarik. 
 
    Fire glowed upon Kadin's face. "What kind of life is it, being a Sunlord?" 
 
    Deril's father chuckled. "In truth, it's not the most exciting. It's very rare that people kidnap us. No, you'll spend most of your life within the walls of the Temple of Aralea." He chuckled. "A temple for a goddess that's been dead six hundred years." 
 
    "Maybe I could use a little boredom," Kadin said, almost smiling. 
 
    Deril's father leaned toward Kadin, squinting as though examining the boy. "I find it curious that a Sunlord showed up among the Lightless. That contradicts everything we've ever believed. I don't think it's possible." 
 
    Kadin fidgeted, avoiding eye contact. "Well, my mother said my father wasn't my real father." 
 
    "What's your mother's name?" asked Deril's father. 
 
    "Andella Telluri." 
 
    Deril saw a look he'd never seen on his father's face. The man looked caught somewhere between sadness and great joy. At last, he said, "Then I think I'm your father, Kadin." 
 
    Deril looked at his father. "What? How is that possible?" 
 
    "I'm sorry to disappoint you," his father said, "but I wasn't always faithful to your mother. In my younger days, I sought out beautiful women to satisfy me. Some of them were even Lightless. By then, I thought my Sunlord powers had robbed me of the ability to reproduce. I never thought I'd be able to produce a child so late in life, but it looks like I did." 
 
    Kadin's mouth was hanging open. He looked like he wanted to speak, but said nothing. 
 
    "I was with her at the right time to produce you," Deril's father continued. "And the fact that you're a Sunlord makes it a near certainty that you're my son." 
 
    "It seems so ridiculous," Kadin said. "How could I grow up being abused so much when I was the Sunlord's own son?" 
 
    "I'm sorry for what you had to go through," Deril's father said. "If I'd known about you, I would have taken you to live with me as soon as possible." 
 
    Kadin flashed a rare smile. "It's all right, I guess. After all, I get to live with you now." 
 
    Deril's father returned the smile. "Yes, you do, my son." 
 
    "I suppose I have a new brother now," Deril said, suppressing a chuckle. "I'm sorry I was so hard on you all this time." 
 
    "It's all right," Kadin said. "Everything worked out in the end." 
 
    Deril scooted over beside Kadin and wrapped an arm around him. "Yes, it did." 
 
    Kae looked grave, though. "I hope Andra is all right. I have no idea if she's truly with us anymore." She forced a smile. "I'm glad you have new family Deril. I only wish I hadn't lost mine in the process." 
 
    Talin cleared his throat. "I think Andra's still out there. She's smart and resourceful." 
 
    "She is," Kae said, looking down at the ground. 
 
    Deril wished he could comfort her, but he still felt the sting of losing Tiran. In time, that would fade, as the loss of Tharik would fade for Kae. How much time, Deril had no idea. 
 
    The road from here would not be easy. There was a lot of healing to do, a lot of change that was necessary. In addition, Atarin and Karik were out there somewhere, plotting their next move. But Deril could worry about all that later. For now, he could find comfort in his father, and in his new brother. 
 
    Life back home would never be the same. Whether or not that was a good thing, Deril wasn't sure. 
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