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Prologue


The bloom of light in the sky caught the attention of Isilara, steward of Charak, First of the Astralin.

The flare was brighter than it had any right to be, and because of that, she grew suspicious about the purpose behind the light and the relics falling from the sky. Such things were not uncommon, especially as of late since the old powers thought they could concentrate it with their followers and try to strengthen them, but the location struck her as unusual.

She’d been tracking events, something she was forced to do more often than she cared to, primarily because her master believed that she was gifted. She was, of course, but she didn’t necessarily care for being used in that manner. It felt to her like there should be other purposes to how she served, and what she did in her service.

But this light was intriguing, so she followed it

From her vantage, it was a simple matter for her to trail after the streaks of energy that were visible only to her, and she allowed the connection to grow. It was odd for her to see as much as she did from here. At least, it was odd in this part of the world. Why there?

The region was relatively devoid of power, and isolated from much of the rest of the world. Natural barriers made it difficult for anyone but the most capable to access anyplace beyond it. There was also normally a dearth of the so-called celestial energies there, so that even the locals who lived there never progressed their skills very far, and therefore struggled to make it past some of the natural protections.

There were other reasons for the isolation, but those were the most significant. And the ones that prevented most people from leaving.

Isilara tracked three paths.

Three.

It was not uncommon for them to summon that kind of energy, but it was uncommon for her to see that power as it dispersed the way that it did, and incredibly so for it to head toward such an isolated region.

Which meant there was something afoot.

She would need to talk to Charak. And she hated doing so.

She shifted the wind, sending the request across the distance.

When her master answered, there was a bit of irritation in his tone. “You are supposed to be tracking, I believe. Not interfering with my work.”

“Well,” Isilara said, “I have been, but this is a little unusual. I’ve tracked three that have been summoned to the Anaragk Valley.”

There was a pause, and then he started to laugh. There were aspects of him that she detested, and his condescension was one.

“Truly? They think they can summon power there?”

“Perhaps they thought the isolation would permit them to access it before we do,” she replied.

“Perhaps.” There was a moment of silence, and if she wasn’t mistaken, he was checking possibilities. It was what made him powerful, and what made him the First. “This is just the beginning,” he said, and she could almost hear the smile in his tone. “Interesting. All here?”

“This is a beginning?” Isilara asked, tracking where the movement had fallen.

“A beginning. This might be a distraction, or perhaps it is not. It matters little. We have had far more success as of late. I think it angers them.”

“And you’re not concerned about angering them?”

“They know we are here,” Charak said. “They know we are gathering and that we pose a threat, but arrogance makes them believe we are of minimal significance.”

“For now,” Isilara said.

“Yes. For now. What is your intention?”

“I can go and gather⁠—”

“Not you,” he said. “Not there.”

“Why not?”

“For you to even ask tells me that you still have much to learn. Your time will come,” Charak said.

She was quiet. Her time. What he really meant was the opportunity. And the power he had promised her.

But she wasn’t going to argue. Not with him, and not from a distance.

“If they reach it…” she said.

“They will not. I will send hunters.”

“I don’t like working with them.”

“It doesn’t matter what you like. They are effective. They are efficient.”

“They are ruthless,” Isilara said.

“And that is a trait you still need to learn. Now. If that is all, continue tracking, and only alert me if you find what I am looking for.”

He severed the connection.

She let out a soft sigh and looked out across the darkness, watching for anything else unusual, but she wondered if he knew that the location of the summons was something she had been looking for.

Probably. Which was why he was sending hunters.

There might be a way for her to intervene. She just wasn’t sure how. Not yet.

As she looked down, she noticed a gleam of power, and an idea came to her.

Hopefully, Charak wouldn’t be angered by what she did.

If he was, she suspected she would learn that lesson in ruthlessness.


Chapter
One



The Shardfall Ceremony was meant to be a day of celebration. It was an opportunity for all children of the Casernak Basin to touch the aether stone and feel the power that it provided. It was a day of awakening, and a day of change.

Roran Los had been building to this day for the last sixteen years.

Wind gusted in from the northern mountains, carrying a chill with it, which Roran had felt many times over his years. That cold seemed a part of him, much like the mountains themselves were a part of him. He kept his gaze fixed straight ahead, as there wasn’t anything else for him to do but that. Besides, how could he look anywhere but at the aether stone that seemed to glow with the power of the moon shining overhead?

“What power do you think you’ll be given?” Galus asked from next to him. All of the sixteen-year-olds from the surrounding villages were arranged in a line in front of the aether stone, all for the opportunity to take the elixir made of the purified extract of a celestial shard and then touch the stone.

“I don’t know,” Roran said, shifting his weight. Nervous anxiety bubbled within him, and he knew better than to say too much. “My sister said that if I hold the power of the flameheart in my mind, I could develop that.” Like she had, Roran didn’t add. But he didn’t need to.

Galus looked over his shoulder, as if to glance back toward Steran, Roran’s brother. Steran was back with their parents, along with all of the other friends and family who had already gone through the ceremony and were simply here to watch. Had his sister not been lost on a celestial relic hunt, she’d have been here too.

“I wouldn’t mind a flameheart ability,” Galus said. “My parents think that’s one of the best ones.”

Roran laughed. “Just your parents? Most people agree that flameheart is one of the better abilities.”

Most in the basin were flamehearts, though there were occasional stormvoices who could control elements of the weather, including summoning winds and storms or clearing skies, at least on a local level. There were even earthbound and a couple of frostforges. Stories existed about people who once had celestial abilities outside of those, but Roran didn’t think there was anything to those stories. How could there be when all they saw were the same four abilities?

“It’s just easier for you because you have somebody to teach you,” Galus said. “Can you imagine if you ended up with something like earthbound?” He stomped his feet as if to mimic the ability of the earthbound, who could cause the earth to tremble, though that wasn’t all they could do. “Then you’d have to end up working with old Laeth, and that’s about it. He’s the only person who could work with you.”

Roran stared at the aether stone. Up close, there was a feeling that seemed to emanate from it that he had known his entire life. Having grown up within the walls of the school, he was familiar with the aether stone in ways that most were not, at least from those who came from surrounding towns and villages. He had been close to it, but he had never been permitted to touch it.

Touching it too soon was dangerous. Roran had never really been sure if that was true or not, but he feared the idea of doing so before he had an opportunity to have a measure of control over what would happen, and before he could take the celestial shard elixir. Touching the aether stone might keep him from reaching his potential. Roran had gotten close to the stone a few times, much to his mother’s irritation. None other than the school masters were permitted to be near it.

“I’m supposed to be a flameheart like everybody else in my family,” Roran said, “but sometimes I wonder if being a stormvoice might be more interesting.”

“Well, the alternative is maybe being a frostforge, and I don’t want to go up into the northern mountains like they would make me do.” Galus wrinkled his brow. “But don’t tell Master Matthew I said that.”

Roran looked along the line of kids their age. He didn’t know most of them. That was one of the disadvantages of spending most of his time inside the walls of the school—he didn’t have a chance to visit many of the neighboring villages. But there was something to be said about having the opportunity to grow up the way he had. He had seen all the powers that could be wielded, and there was a part of him that believed that it granted him an opportunity to know more about the kinds of power than he would’ve ever had prior.

“We are gathered here today…” a voice began from behind him, carried on the wind. The schoolmaster was a stormvoice, and a powerful one at that. He had already reached the adept level, and was nearly to expert. Not only that, but he was quite gifted. If Roran were to become a stormvoice, he could work with the schoolmaster, his mother had said.

“… on a night clear and crisp, a night such as when the aether stone came to us. It was a night of celebration, and a night when the Seekers managed to find another stone, before the other was lost to us. Aether stones are rare, gifted to us by the celestials in times of need, and gifted to us with an opportunity to come to know them, and their power, in ways that we would not otherwise know. It is through their gift that we can know the stars, and the meaning behind them.”

He strode forward, his billowing cloak sparkling with a bit of light that a flameheart had woven into it. The effect made it seem as if he were wearing the night sky itself. There was something quite remarkable about it, though Roran had seen the cloak many times before. The schoolmaster preferred to wear it through the halls of the school, claiming that he did so because it was comfortable. Roran always thought that he wore it because he liked the look, and more importantly, he liked the fact that it made others aware of his position.

“We celebrate the gifts that the celestials have given us. We celebrate the gifts they continue to give us. And we celebrate the change that comes to all of us.” He stopped near the aether stone, though he didn’t touch it. Almost none did unless they were part of the ceremony.

“For those of you who are coming here for your first opportunity to touch the aether stone, we welcome you. For those who come in support of them, we welcome you.” He turned, putting his back to them.

The stars on his cloak seemed to sparkle a little brighter. That was a nice touch.

“You will each be given your chance to drink the celestial elixir, touch the stone, and feel the pull of the celestials. As you do, you will look upon the sky, you will open your heart, you will open your mind, and you will welcome all that is offered to you.”

With that, the ceremony began. Roran had been waiting a long time for this moment, and though he had heard what to expect, he was still not entirely sure what it might be like for him to gain his celestial ability. He was ready, though.

There were some who believed that with enough training and preparation, a person could actually influence the direction of their celestial gift. His mother was one such person. He’d had many conversations with her leading up to the Shardfall Ceremony where she had been quite clear about how he had to focus and keep his mind concentrated so he would be able to harness the proper ability.

“Of course, flameheart is quite useful,” she had said. “It is the gift of the star itself as it falls to the earth. It is that of fire, that of warmth, that of power.” She had been pacing in front of the hearth when she had said it, an agitation to her. Roran had wanted nothing more than to honor his mother’s wishes, and to prove to her that he would be ready. “There are other abilities that you may gain from the celestials. Some are more common than others. Frostforge is rare enough, but it is useful, especially around here. You would have to go away to train, but there is no harm in that. You could eventually make it back, and once back here, you would have an opportunity to work with Master Matthew.”

He nodded. He had worked with Master Matthew many times, and there was something quite strange about the large, burly man who would often walk around in short sleeves and cut-off breeches and look up at the sky, murmuring to himself. He could call snow and ice down, using them in ways others could scarcely even dream of. But it wasn’t what Roran wanted.

“Stormvoice and earthbound, of course, are very potent abilities,” she had continued. “Difficult to progress, as the celestial shards that form the elixir are infrequently found. But if you do show some potential, I will try to make sure you have an opportunity for training. Of course, your father and sister intend to have you join them as Seekers, but it’s easiest to do that as a flameheart.”

“And other abilities?” he said.

“They are not found here. Not any longer.”

There was a time when other celestial abilities had existed, according to records within the archive, but none except the same typical abilities had been found lately. Flameheart was the most common, stormvoice a little less common, earthbound occasionally, and frostforge rarely. That was it.

“It is easiest for you if you focus your mind, and your heart, on the possibility of becoming a flameheart,” his mother said. “I can teach you. I will show you several of the different focusing skills, and you can be ready.”

And so Roran had trained with his mother, getting ready for the ceremony.

He blinked away the memory. Galus was still shifting his feet, restless energy within him.

“Well?” his friend whispered. “Almost our turn.”

“Almost,” Roran said.

“Did your mother give you any tricks?”

“I’ve already told you everything.”

“I know you did, and I know you’re not trying to keep anything from me⁠—”

“It’s going to be okay,” Roran said, trying to comfort his friend. Galus’s parents were both instructors within the fortress where the school was located, but their home village was higher up on the wall of the basin, so they didn’t stay here permanently the same way that Roran and his family did.

“I just hope…”

He patted his friend on the arm. “Relax.” Roran looked straight ahead. “You know it’s the aether stone.”

“It’s the aether stone,” Galus said, his voice hushed.

And then Galus went up to it.

Roran watched as his friend was handed the vial of elixir by the schoolmaster. Galus took it, almost reverentially, and there was a slight shake to his hands. Roran smiled. That wasn’t uncommon. Many people came to the Shardfall Ceremony, nervous energy flooding them and barely able to hold on to the elixir. He hoped that he did better, as he could easily imagine what his parents would say if they were to see him fumbling about. Or worse, if he dropped the elixir.

Considering the rarity of the celestial shards that were concentrated to make the elixir, that would be a terrible outcome for anybody taking the first step in gaining their celestial ability.

After Galus drank the elixir, he moved forward and touched the aether stone. There was a surge of bright energy from within it. Heat radiated.

Flameheart, Roran knew.

He smiled. That was good. That meant that if Roran was a flameheart like Galus, the two of them would be able to study together. At least at first. Eventually, their abilities and their interests might diverge. Only eventually, though.

He nodded to the schoolmaster when it was his turn.

The man offered a smile. “It will be good to have you officially training with us,” he whispered, tipping his head toward Roran. “Your mother has such high hopes for you. Drink, and know the power of the celestials. Take your first step toward the stars.”

Roran took the vial, his hand steady. He was proud of himself for that. Inside the glass, it looked as if a thousand tiny lights danced within the elixir. He had been warned that it could taste hot or cold, bitter or sweet, or anything in between. It was just a matter of how he responded to it. The elixir worked with the person, drawing out some element of themselves that the celestials identified, and helped them find their truest forms.

What would the elixir draw out of him?

He looked up at the schoolmaster, then nodded again. “I’m ready.”

“Drink, and then touch the aether stone.”

Roran took a deep breath and then tipped the vial up, drinking it all in one quick gulp. Maybe he was too nervous, but Roran didn’t taste anything. It just tasted like water. He handed the vial back to the schoolmaster, whose face was impassive.

Then he stepped toward the aether stone.

The stone itself was oddly shaped and carried a faint glow that seemed as if it reflected silver starlight. Roran had been close to it a few times. You couldn’t live within the walls of the fortress and not have seen the aether stone. Roran had prowled around the parapet many times, mostly to get a glimpse of it. One night he had snuck toward it and nearly touched it, curious about what would happen if he were to do so, even without the power of the elixir flowing through him. His mother had stopped him, but if she hadn’t… Roran liked to think that maybe he would’ve known the power of the aether stone sooner.

The schoolmaster cleared his throat.

Roran took a step forward. He reached out, his hand shaking just a little bit. When he touched the stone, he waited for the flash of heat, something that would suggest that he was a flameheart.

But there was none.

There was no crackle of lightning to indicate that he would be a stormvoice.

No tremble to the ground to make it seem as if he was an earthbound.

No surge of cold as a frostforge.

There was nothing.

Just blackness. Impossible blackness.

The stone itself seemed as if it had faded, the light within it going dim until none of it remained. He removed his hand, staring down at the aether stone, unclear as to what had just happened.

Something was wrong.

He turned back to the schoolmaster but didn’t get a chance to ask his question. A flash of brightness in the sky caught his attention. A shardfall?

But even with that, he didn’t get a chance to think about that impossibility.

His mother had come sprinting toward the schoolmaster, along with Master George and two other instructors, all murmuring excitedly. One of them pointed to Roran, and the word he heard chilled him.

Voidheart.


Chapter
Two



The room was quiet and mostly dark, other than the hearth that danced with flames near the back. It cast warmth into the space, though Roran didn’t feel that warmth the way he should. His mother’s private study was normally a cozy place where he had often spent many of his days undergoing his own studies, reading and researching and generally enjoying his time within the walls of the school.

Now there was an emptiness within him.

The walls of the room were paneled with richly stained wood, and lanterns glowed with flickering light that had dimmed slightly when he had first come in, as if a breeze had gusted through and put them out. The chairs were well worn, and only one of them had any sort of padding to it, though Roran had plenty of experience sitting in his mother’s study and waiting for her.

He approached the window and looked out, watching as the ceremony continued. The moment he had lifted his hand from the aether stone, the light within it had begun to glow again. Now as he stood in the study, he watched as others approached the stone. When they touched it, the aether stone would usually flash with fire. It trembled once, and another time it crackled with lightning, but all in all, it reacted the way it was supposed to react.

Not as it had with him.

The door behind him came open, and Roran spun. He expected his mother, who had been the one to usher him in here and tell him to wait, but it was not her. Instead, his older brother stepped into the room.

Steran was dressed all in black, the color of choice for the Shardfall Ceremony. Like the schoolmaster, he had some beads of light woven into his jacket and his pants, but it wasn’t quite as pronounced. His ceremonial sword was strapped to his side, though it wasn’t so ceremonial with Steran, especially. Everyone within the school trained with the blade, as it was felt to help focus and harness one’s celestial ability. The moment that Steran walked into the room, the flames in the hearth reached a little higher.

“Well,” Steran said, standing there. “That was something.”

“Do you know what just happened?” Roran asked.

“I think I know about as much as you do. Did they really say voidheart?”

“That’s what I heard,” Roran said, turning to look out the window again. A short girl approached the stone. The moment that she touched it, there was both a flash and a crackle. That was unusual. Maybe it was a modified form of flameheart.

There were about three dozen taking part in the Shardfall Ceremony this year. Fewer than most years, but that wasn’t the real issue. Not for him, not now.

Steran approached, though there was a tentativeness to him. “It’s going to be all right.”

“What’s a voidheart?” Roran asked.

“Don’t worry about it. They’ll give you another chance. You just take the elixir again and touch the stone⁠—”

“It does not work that way,” their mother’s voice said.

Roran turned. He hadn’t even realized she’d entered the room. She was shorter than Roran and had a slight figure and golden hair with just a hint of orange to it, as if she had begun to change into a flame herself. He didn’t remember the orange hints in her hair when he was younger, but perhaps her transitioning to adept level had changed much for her.

She closed the door and squeezed her eyes shut, tension in her shoulders evident.

“He could just take the elixir again,” Steran insisted. “It works. I’ve seen it.”

“You’ve seen it when a gift does not manifest as strongly as it needs to,” she said. “You’ve seen it when someone has the slight vestiges of one of the celestial offerings, and they need to touch it more closely. That’s when it works. Not when the aether stone was clear.” She strode into the middle of the room, but then she paused, almost as if she was uncertain. And maybe she was uncertain. “You should move away from the window,” she said, looking over to Roran.

“Why?”

“Because I would like you to move away from the window,” she said. “Take a seat, and we will talk.” She made a motion toward Steran to leave. “This will be just a mother-and-son conversation.”

“Not Father?”

“Your father is out helping place the celebratory candles,” she said, and Roran had the distinct sense that she was agitated by that. “So this will be a conversation between mother and son.”

“I’m your son too,” Steran said. “I can be a part of this.”

“Please,” she said. “Let me have this time with Roran.”

Steran looked over to him. “Find me when you’re done.”

His brother hesitated, then turned and strode out, leaving Roran in the room with his mother. The moment that Steran stepped out, the flames in the hearth dimmed slightly. Roran thought that Steran had more control over it than that. The fact that the flames would surge the way they did suggested that he was acting without a real measure of control over his own ability.

“You need to sit,” she said, her tone softening just a little.

“I will, but I want to know what’s going on.”

“I’m going to tell you, but like I said, I want you to have a seat so we can talk.”

She waited until he sat, and then she sank down in the chair next to him, a hint of exasperation in her eyes. Not only that, but there was a look on her face that Roran didn’t recognize. Was that concern? His mother was a strong woman, an adept-level flameheart just like the schoolmaster. In another school setting, she probably would be the schoolmaster, not that she angled for that position. At least, not that Roran knew. And considering that she had access to elixirs that could help her progress, it was only a short time until she would reach the peak of adept, the pinnacle of the flameheart level.

From there, she could continue to progress, though she would be unlikely to reach the expert level like some of the flamehearts of old. Those were the people that stories were told about, the founders of the school, those who had brought together the disparate clans back when the sacred basin they lived in had been a wild place. They had forged them into a more unified whole, with the school at the heart of it, training to ensure that all understood the celestial gifts. Now progressing to expert level was all but impossible.

The aether stone was the key to all of their celestial abilities. Without it, they would not be able to ignite the flames that created the warmth and light throughout the basin. They wouldn’t be able to contain the storms that threatened to come out of the north. They wouldn’t be able to stop the rockslides that often began to fall. And they wouldn’t be able to keep the frost perimeter of the tundra at bay.

“Do you understand what happened?” she asked him.

“I understand that you, or somebody, said something about a voidheart. I don’t know what that is.”

“No,” she said, “very few would. When you touched the aether stone, it dimmed.”

“I saw that. I thought that maybe the power faded for just a minute when it was working with the elixir.”

She breathed out. “No. Not like that. Do you know how hard it has been for me to keep the fire burning in here?”

Roran frowned. That was a strange change in conversation. “How hard?”

“Normally, keeping a fire lit in the hearth is a simple matter. It is second nature now, and all I need to do is trickle a bit of my ability into the hearth and I can ignite it. But now I have to do more than just ignite it. I have to keep it burning as well. That is the difficulty.”

“I don’t know what you’re saying,” he said.

She let out a sigh, turning to him. “I’m sure you don’t. Let me stop what I’m doing for just a moment.”

The flames in the hearth began to sputter. Perhaps there weren’t enough logs in the fire? Then the flames shot a little higher, stronger once more.

“Do you see?” his mother asked.

“I’m assuming you wanted me to see that the fire would start to fade when you don’t push any power into it?”

She nodded. “The flameheart fire requires just a little constant attention, and I am not suggesting that is not the case. But there is something working differently. Working against me.” She looked over to Roran with a meaningful look. “Do you understand what I’m saying now?”

As he thought about it, he realized what she was implying. He had seen what had happened to the stone, dimming the moment he had touched it. And there had been the strangeness of the hearth when Steran had come into the room.

“You’re saying I’m the one influencing it.”

“That is the power of the voidheart,” she said. “It takes away the other celestial powers.”

“I’m not trying to take anything away.”

She raised her hands and shook her head. “I’m not saying that you are. I’m saying that you, and your celestial gift, are different.”

He started to understand what she was getting at and the concern that she, and some of the other instructors, must’ve had about leaving him out there during the rest of the Shardfall Ceremony. If he truly did somehow influence these gifts, then it meant that anything he did would disrupt them.

“So that’s what I do? I’m some sort of a disruptor?”

“I don’t know,” she said, sounding pained. “It has been a long time since anyone has emerged as a voidheart.”

“A long time? How long has it been?”

She rubbed her forehead. “Long enough that I don’t even know.”

His mother was brilliant. She could recite the abilities of different families going back generations. She knew what everybody in the basin could do, kept track of each of their celestial gifts. So for her not to know meant that…

It had been a long time indeed.

“Who might know?” Roran asked.

Better yet, who could teach him?

She wasn’t saying that he didn’t have an ability. But in order to learn how to wield a celestial gift, a person had to learn from somebody who already had that celestial gift. That was one of the benefits of working together at the school. It gathered together the aether stone gifts that were found in this region.

“I don’t know that, either,” his mother said. “I will go through the historical scrolls and see if there is a record of anything that can provide us with that answer.”

Which meant that there might not be anybody. That he might not be able to learn. That he might not be able to ever progress his ability.

The celestial gifts required a person to know how to wield them in order for them to be pushed past and expanded upon, and for a person to continue to grow with them. If he didn’t have anybody who could teach him, then Roran would never get stronger with his own ability. He would always be stuck, stagnated.

“Why me?” he asked.

“I don’t have an answer to that, Roran. I, and others, will investigate, but for now we need to keep you safe. We need to keep our homes safe.”

“From what?”

She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “This is painful, and difficult, so you must understand.”

“What you’re saying is that I don’t get to train with the others,” he said. “I don’t get to go to school and learn what it is that I was gifted.”

And it was more than just that, he knew. How could he learn about this? Could he even remain here?

“For now, you are simply an initiate-level voidheart. It is unlikely that you will cause any problems.”

He wanted to laugh. Unlikely?

“So then what?” Roran said. “If it’s unlikely I’m going to cause any problems, then what do I get to do? Where do I get to go?”

Most of the students with active abilities would stay at school, and those rare students who’d developed a frostforge ability would have to go north, but there were no more than one or two each year.

“For now, you will stay here,” his mother said.

“For now?”

“For now. And there’s one more thing, Roran.”

“What?”

“If you are to stay here, you can’t advance.”

He started to object until she raised her hand.

“Because if you advance and you continue to develop this voidheart ability, you could destabilize everything we have, and everything we are.”


Chapter
Three



Roran made his way along the boundary of the school, looking down into the basin they lived in. From above, everything looked peaceful. From above, he had always had a thought that he would have a chance to be more than what he now was. He remembered coming out here when he was younger, thinking that he would be given the flameheart ability and wondering what it might be like for him to light some of the lanterns along the school walls. Now that was a distant thought.

In the weeks since the festival, the reality was starting to set in. He was not going to be what he had once believed.

Roran still didn’t have any idea what it meant for him to be labeled a voidheart. He had not seen anything else happen because of his ability, other than what his mother had tried to demonstrate for him. Even with that, there hadn’t been any obvious response to what had happened, nor was anything clear to him about what it was that he was able to do and influence. The more that he had attempted to make sense of that internal part of himself that had changed by consuming the celestial elixir and touching the aether stone, the less he felt like he had any celestial ability.

Maybe they were wrong.

That was the thought he kept coming back to, and one that he wanted to get across to his mother.

She had to be wrong.

But how was he supposed to tell her that?

This was his mother, after all. She simply was not wrong. It was not in her nature to believe that she could be, or to believe that he knew something that she did not.

But in this, Roran felt confident that he did not have an ability. If he had a celestial ability, he would feel it. There should be some sort of sensation inside him, shouldn’t there? At this point, Roran felt nothing. It was as if no part of him had been modified.

He looked along the wall and caught a bit of wind that gusted through, the cool breeze billowing against his cloak from someplace distant. It was not unpleasant, but a breeze like this was a promise of the storm that would be moving in. He had felt storms like that enough times that he wouldn’t be terribly surprised to get drenched if he were to stay out. In fact, one of the instructors at the school by the name of Thos Wallon stood along one of the parapets above the basin, his power as a stormvoice evident.

Roran took a moment to watch Thos and the others with him. Several of them were students, though none of them were new. Roran wouldn’t have expected any new students to be given such a dangerous opportunity, at least not until they had proved themselves a bit better. And most of the new students who had just consumed the celestial elixir and touched the aether stone still didn’t have enough control over their ability for them to do much.

He crouched down in the crevice of a boulder, watching. From here, Roran could still feel the wind, and more than that, he thought that he might have an opportunity to try to make sense of what it was that they were doing.

The ability of a stormvoice was unique. They were able to call to the storms, but they could also influence the weather in strange ways. The fact that Thos wasn’t alone, that there were others up on the wall with him, suggested that they believed that this was a dangerous storm.

His mother had taught him what a stormvoice might be like if he were to be gifted that ability. Not that he had anticipated it. Roran was supposed to be a flameheart like everyone else in his family, and like most in the basin fortress, for that matter.

“If you do happen to gain the ability of a stormvoice, you should know that you are going to feel the storm inside yourself. That is how you will know,” his mother had told him. “In fact, that is how they will identify you. You will feel the way the storm courses through you, and perhaps you will even feel the storm itself. I cannot say with certainty what that might be like, just that if—and when—you have that potential, you will have no question about it.”

“Does it hurt?” Roran had asked.

Steran had been there during the lesson, and he had looked up from the table where he had been studying. At this point, Steran had already proven himself as a powerful flameheart, though he still didn’t have nearly the potential that his sister had proven to have. Mirael had been the star of the family, and probably always would be.

“Hurt?” Steran had said. “You are given the power of the celestials. You are supposed to want to feel that, not fear it.”

Roran had shrugged and looked over to his mother, who had been moving around their home, lighting the lanterns and then igniting the flame in the hearth. The heat had expanded rapidly. She did it with barely much more than a look, and as that power began to build inside the hearth, Roran had marveled at it, wishing that he would one day have that potential.

“I know that we are. It’s just that if it hurts, how am I going to know?”

“Sometimes it hurts until you gain control,” his mother said. “That is going to be the challenge when you are still at an initiate level. You need to learn control, and it is difficult. Because sometimes, power can manifest in ways that are unexpected.” She shot Steran a look, and he actually flushed.

“What did he do?” Roran asked.

“I didn’t do anything,” Steran said.

Their mother crossed her arms. “Oh? Then perhaps I was mistaken about the time you were venturing down with your father on a mission as you had just come into your flameheart ability, and you nearly set a patch of farmland on fire.”

Steran merely shrugged. “I might have,” he said. “Or maybe that was Father.”

She swatted him on the back of the head, and Steran just grinned.

“So even your brother, for all his obvious talent, still needs to gain a measure of control over his ability.”

“So if I become a stormvoice, I might unleash a storm?” Roran asked.

“The good news is if you are a stormvoice, you will rarely be left alone, partly because there is no reason for you to be and no reason for them to trust that you would be able to handle the storm itself, and partly because they have enough experience with others losing control.”

Roran smiled at that. “What if I become a frostforge?”

“You won’t,” Steran said. When their mother arched a brow, Steran threw out a hand. “What? Do you really think he’s going to be a frostforge? I mean, we only have a handful that get selected each ceremony, and the numbers have been going down.”

“Why have they been going down?” Roran asked.

“It’s a complicated thing,” she said. “Few know the reason, other than the fact that it is likely tied to what is inherent inside the person. Or perhaps it is as basic as ‘the celestials know better,’ as they know all things, and we do not need the power of a frostforge.”

“But Mirael said that it’s related to the elixir activating something,” Roran said.

His mother smiled tightly. “Your sister knows about as well as anybody that we do not have the answers. If we did, it would be a simple matter to choose an elixir, and to find a way to use that to ensure that each person can decide their own celestial abilities. What would you choose, Roran?”

“I’d choose flameheart.”

“See?” Steran said. “He knows what’s good for him.”

“And if you don’t end up as a flameheart,” their mother said, “you are still a part of our family, regardless of what ability you have.”

Roran squeezed his eyes shut and pulled himself out of the memory, having not thought about that time for quite a while. Maybe his mother had meant it—he was still a part of the family. And yet, there were times now when he didn’t necessarily feel like that. She had talked to him about what it meant for him to be a voidheart, and about what it meant for him to need to try to suppress his abilities, but even as he had attempted to make sense of what he was being asked to do, Roran did not know if it was going to be possible for him. Because in a way, there was a part of him that felt like maybe he was no longer a member of their family.

He was the only one who didn’t have the ability to do… well, so many different things. He was the only one who could not claim being a flameheart.

If the celestial ability was tied to something inside him, then what did it mean? It was almost easier to believe that it had to do with some part of the celestial elixir activating him, something gifted strangely, that would force him to change, but…

Roran let out a sigh. As he did, he found himself staring off at the wall and feeling some of the cold shifting around him. The sense was subtle, but it did seem to be changing. Whatever the stormvoices were doing seemed to alter the power, and more than that, it made it so that he no longer felt what he had before.

It was too bad he didn’t have the ability of a stormvoice. It wasn’t as if he would have minded that. Not that it wanted to come, of course, because he had always believed that he would be a flameheart, but he wouldn’t be opposed to having the power to control storms now.

But then, he could say that about many different things.

Roran got to his feet and started up the slope, but he slipped, dropping to his knee and crashing down on the stone. Pain shot through him, numbing his mind. Everything went cold, and he felt as if a wave of agony rippled out from him.

As soon as it did, Roran felt the wind shift and a piercing chill start to swirl toward him. There was some other element mixed within that wind that was almost painful, but not as painful as what he had just done to himself. He lay on the ground for a moment, trying to get his thoughts together but struggling to.

The pain was too much. When he tried to get to his feet, he couldn’t. Another wave of that strange cold began to wash out from him, the pain building again.

Then the incoming storm seemed to change. One of the stormvoices cried out. Roran heard their collective chanting change, and he had no idea what they were saying, only that he had the sense that something had happened. Maybe the storm had worsened suddenly?

There were times when the storms would come in faster than they had expected, but that didn’t seem like what had been happening. Roran had been listening to and feeling the way the storm had been moving, and he had not felt anything quite like that before. This seemed different.

He started up the stone steps leading back into the fortress wall as snow began to pelt down. Even that shifted, changing over to ice. It had been a long time since they’d had a storm like this.

Why now?

He looked out. As the wind screamed around him, swirls of snow and ice in the air, he thought about what had happened. He thought about what he had felt, the cold that had burned inside him.

Had he just accidentally manifested his power?

No. That wasn’t what he had done. He hadn’t tried to lose control, but he remembered what his mother had said: Sometimes a person would simply lose control, and…

And if he did, as a voidheart, what would happen?

Roran had no idea. The only thing that he knew was that he had been told not to lose control.

He hobbled up the stairs, back toward the fortress and the protection and safety of its walls, and hoped he had not been responsible for what had happened.


Chapter
Four



Roran had never minded that his room was small. He had thought that once he reached the level of flameheart initiate, he was going to be moved into the school proper and given more structure. The only reason that he had a room this size at all was because he was his mother’s son, and because his father was a well-regarded Seeker in Casernak Basin.

The knock at his door interrupted his reading, though his mind hadn’t been in it. Instead, he had been thinking about the storm and whether or not he had been responsible for anything that had happened—hoping he had not been, and fearing that maybe he had.

The door came open, and his mother stood in the doorway, regarding him with a curious look in her eyes. There was also a hardness to her expression that troubled him.

“You lost control,” she said.

“I didn’t,” he said.

She stepped in the room and closed the door, and he felt that odd fluttering of cold inside him again. He had felt that when the storm had shifted. He didn’t want to believe that he was responsible for it, but maybe she was right. Maybe he had been.

“I spoke with Thos,” she continued, “and he said that while he and the others were working on the storm, something happened.”

“Oh?” Roran said.

“It was supposed to be a moderate storm. One that would be easy to control, certainly not one that would bring an inch of snow to the basin.” She arched a brow at him. “Or didn’t you notice?”

He looked around the room. “It’s been warm enough here,” he said.

“Because you live with flamehearts,” she said, and then she pulled the chair out from his desk and took a seat, turning to face him. A look of disappointment lingered in her eyes, and Roran wondered if he could even say anything that would sway her. At this point, he doubted that he could. “It should be quite a bit warmer everywhere, but with the storm that the stormvoices are still trying to get a handle on, they are finding that it is more challenging than they had expected.”

“I was just watching,” Roran said.

“And?”

“And nothing. I was just watching. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even try to reach for whatever ability I have.”

“You have the power of voidheart,” she said, her voice soft. “It is too dangerous, for all of us, for you to lose control. You know this. We have made it quite clear that you cannot lose that control.”

“I know that you have,” he snapped. He immediately felt bad because it wasn’t his mother’s fault that he had tripped, struck his knee, and then exploded some of that cold power that had seemed to disrupt whatever the stormvoices had been doing. It was Roran who had been responsible for that. But even so, it had happened unintentionally.

“You shouldn’t put yourself into a situation like that,” his mother said.

“What situation? Existing?”

She was quiet for a few moments. “You are going to need to try to find a way to prevent a loss of control. Some of the ways that initiates are taught to gain control are to stimulate their minds and to find times when there are upheavals of emotion. In your case, I’m asking that you do not look for such things.”

“Such as?”

“You need to be quiet and calm, and you need to avoid anything that is too stimulating.”

“So I have to be bored?”

“I’m not saying for you to be bored, I’m just encouraging you to avoid external stimulation that might lead to a lack of control. At least, until you find a way to understand how to keep that part of you from coming out.”

Roran thought about what she said, and more than that, he thought about whether there might be a way for him to learn control without necessarily learning to use the ability. But it didn’t make any sense.

“What would you teach a flameheart to do in this situation?” he asked.

She shook her head. “You’re far too clever for that, Roran. You know what I would teach a flameheart to do.”

“I don’t. That’s why I’m asking.”

“If you were a student of mine, I would encourage you to practice with your ability in order for you to gain some control over it. But you cannot do that here. If you do, and you inadvertently damage some of the celestial protections found within this fortress, or worse⁠—”

“I’m not going anywhere near the aether stone,” he said.

“I know. You will not be permitted to.”

“I won’t be permitted?”

She regarded him for a long moment. “It would be too dangerous, Roran. And I think you and I both know that. Whether or not you want to acknowledge it is another matter altogether.”

“So I can’t walk across the grounds?”

“It depends on what happens. We will observe. If there is no change to the aether stone, then you may be permitted to navigate around the grounds. In the meantime, it may be best for you to stay within the walls of the fortress until you can move into more open spaces. You are to avoid the aether stone.”

“And all stimulation,” he said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Maybe I should just throw myself off the wall,” Roran huffed.

She shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t need to. I’m essentially useless here. I can’t find a way to use my ability, if it is even an ability, and I’m supposed to try to avoid harming anybody, but at the same time, I have no idea what I even did to harm anybody, and I’m supposed to avoid getting too close to any celestial power, but⁠—”

“It is only temporary,” she said, her words soft. “I’m researching. You have to give me time.”

“And what if you don’t find anything?”

“Then we will keep searching.”

She looked as if she wanted to say more, but then she hesitated, as if it might only upset him further. Not that she had to worry much about that. Considering what she had implied, there wasn’t going to be anything that he could do that would make him feel much better about any of this.

“We will find a solution.”

With that, she left him.

A solution.

It turned out that the solution was more reading. He was instructed to stay away from most of the other students at the school, for fear that his voidheart ability might disrupt the tenuous learning of their abilities. Even the higher-level instructors didn’t want anything to do with him—he suspected they feared that he might cause some harm to them as well. Not that Roran intended to do that, but rumor had spread about how he was responsible for the storm.

And even the storm had not been that much of a problem. Or at least, it hadn’t been much for very long. The stormvoices had called the northern cold away and had suppressed the snow and the ice. Within two days, the snow had melted. Some of the younger students and children had enjoyed the snow, playing, making snowmen, and holding a snowball fight.

At one point, Roran had been tempted to join in, but his mother’s request for him to keep calm and maintain a quiet mind had lingered in his mind, so he had retreated to his room. He didn’t want to do anything that would stir up any problems, and he certainly didn’t want to anger his mother any further. He needed a better idea of whether he might be able to learn about his celestial ability and wield it in a way that would be meaningful.

But as the days turned into weeks and his mother didn’t provide him with any answers, he started to question if there would even be anything he would be able to learn about it. Every time he asked her about whether she had uncovered anything for him, she made it quite clear that he had to be patient.

“Research takes time, Roran. Especially research like this, where we look to the past for answers for the future. Some of the oldest scrolls might be necessary, but unfortunately, I haven’t been able to find anything in those old scrolls.”

“I could help.”

“Yes,” she said.

That surprised him. “You would have me look?”

“Not like that. I would have you work in the library. Thankfully, there’s not much there that you could disrupt. The scrolls are old, but we don’t have any celestial protections placed upon them, so there is nothing you might do to damage them.”

“I’m sure that Master Jasish would be thrilled with my presence.”

“He’s a good man,” she said. “And he might even be useful to have around, especially because…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Just be patient.”

Patience hadn’t precluded him from going to the parapet overlooking the school and the fortress grounds. From the wall, he could at least look upon the aether stone. It glowed with a soft light, and there was a warmth that seemed to radiate from it, not that he was even willing to try to get close enough to touch it. The light didn’t seem to change when he went up onto the wall, but he made a point of avoiding anybody so that they would not challenge his presence. He feared what they might say about him and about the possibility that he was there, watching. They might tell him that he had to leave.

Roran also spent his days trying to keep calm. He didn’t even climb, which had been one of his more common activities. He always enjoyed the complexities of dangling from a tiny handhold on a sheer rock wall and finding the hidden pathways up it, but he had avoided it out of fear that it might be too stimulating.

After several weeks of doing very little, though, Roran was not able to stand it any longer. He didn’t know if there was going to be anything more that he could do, but he certainly didn’t want to remain bored. What would it hurt if he left the fortress for a little while and was away from everybody altogether? There would be nothing out there that he could potentially harm, right?

He had been avoiding his father. As a Seeker—somebody who had the responsibility of chasing down the celestial shards when they fell and being on the lookout for the possibility, however unlikely, that they might find another aether stone—he had a place of importance among the denizens of the basin. His sister had taken after their father, and there had been a part of Roran that had thought perhaps it could be his fate as well.

Mirael had spoken so passionately about the celestial items they found, but it was the ruins throughout the basin that had intrigued her most. The fortress was old, but not nearly as old as some of the places in the basin, and even farther along the ridgeline, and then in the north where the frostforges would spend their time. Those were much older places.

“If you go out to them, sometimes you can almost feel the power of the celestials,” she had told him. “And I think there is something there that you can practically touch.” She had smiled at Roran as she traced her hand across one of the stones they had found. It was an ancient block of rock, a piece of a ruin that she believed was tied to something more significant, though he didn’t know if it was or not. “Nobody else really feels the same way I do. I think we once did, though. I can imagine what it might be like if we were to actually leave the basin and get a chance to explore beyond the boundaries. But…”

“Why don’t we?” he asked.

“Well, for one, we can’t get out to the north. The frostforges find that impossible. Even the most powerful ones can’t travel across that tundra because it’s too cold, too icy, too inhospitable. If you go to the east, the mountains are just too tall.” She pointed toward the range. “No passes in that direction. I’ve looked myself.”

“You have?”

“Officially, for different celestial shards,” she said with a smile. Around him, Mirael had always been smiling. She was a decade older than him, and yet he had been closer to her than he ever had been to Steran. It was part of the reason why losing her had been so difficult for him. “But unofficially, I was looking to see if there might be any other way out of the basin.”

“Why would you want to leave the basin?”

“There’s more out there, Roran. There has to be. Maybe we can get beyond the pass, but anybody who’s tried has run into the creatures that thrive there. And we just aren’t powerful enough. Maybe if we can progress beyond adept, but⁠—”

“To expert? Do you think there’s anything past that?”

“I don’t know. Once you’re an initiate, you’ll understand. You’ll feel what it’s like to have that kind of power, and you’ll feel what it’s like when you make the transition into explorer, then adept. Each time you do, you feel the change. And as an adept, I can tell you that I’m quite aware that there is something more. I just don’t know how to reach it.”

That last part was not for him, he was certain. That was for herself.

“Maybe you could give me secrets about what it’s like to make the transitions. A way I could do it faster,” he said.

“Faster, huh? You haven’t even gone to the ceremony yet, and you think you need to go through it more quickly?”

“Well, to catch up to you, shouldn’t I want to?”

Mirael started to laugh. “Oh, maybe. I could easily imagine having a chance to wander with my brother, looking for another way out of the basin, or maybe even looking for a way to move past adept. Maybe we become wanderer level together.”

“What do you think that would feel like?”

“I have ideas, but I have no clue if I’m right. The first level is about understanding. You have to structure your mind, and you have to come to understand your ability. That’s the key. Once you truly understand what your celestial ability is, then you can move on to explorer. That’s a process that involves hardening your being so that you can become one with the ability.”

“You’re already giving me secrets.”

“There are no secrets here. This is all common knowledge, Roran.” She ruffled his hair. “But let’s start with you becoming an initiate and understanding first.”

Roran moved outside the fortress walls as he thought about his sister, missing her. She wouldn’t have been afraid of his ability, would she?

Or maybe she would. Even his mother, somebody who was normally understanding, and normally rational, had immediately feared what he was able to do.

He began to climb, but he hadn’t gone very far up the wall, away from the fortress, when he began to notice that there was a steady drumming sound.

Immediately he knew what it was from.

An earthbound.

He hadn’t realized that there was anybody out here, but after the storm and the snow it had brought, he had heard some rumors about a rockslide. Most of the time, the stormvoices kept such things under control, but with Roran having influenced things the way that he had, it was quite possible that there was some additional element here that they had not managed to control. Something additional that the earthbound needed to deal with.

He moved along the wall, trying to get away, not wanting to draw any attention to himself, but at the same time, he couldn’t move quickly enough.

Something tugged on a bit of that strange cold inside him, and then parts of the rock sheared away from the rest.

Somebody cried out, and Roran went running.

He needed to get out of here. He didn’t want anybody to know that he had been here because if they did, there was a very real possibility that he would be blamed.

Though he didn’t have any idea if he was somehow responsible, he couldn’t shake the possibility that perhaps he had once again disrupted power, however unintentionally.

And if it was that easy for him to lose control, was it safe for him to stay in the fortress? Was it even safe for him to stay in the basin?

If not, what did that mean, and where could he go?


Chapter
Five



Roran glanced over to the row of shelves. His arms were tired, if such a thing could even be said about the task he’d been doing. Replacing scrolls inside the library was menial work, and demeaning really, but it was the only kind of work that others were comfortable with him performing.

In the time since the Shardfall Ceremony, he had made no effort to focus on any aspect of his ability. It was as his mother had said, that he had to be cautious and not try to augment anything, because it was far too dangerous for him to do so.

According to his mother, this would also be a way of keeping him from revealing too much and perhaps causing additional problems. She had wanted him to gain a measure of control over himself and his ability so that he would not release power unintentionally.

“You have those on the wrong shelf,” Master Jasish said, waving a hand toward him.

Master Jasish was one of the very few people in Casernak Basin who had managed to acquire a second power from the aether stone. When a person reached their twenty-fifth birthday, they were given a second opportunity to consume elixir, touch the aether stone, and see if that would awaken more for them. Most who touched the aether stone again simply found their power enhanced, primarily because most individuals would have trained both their mind and their ability well enough in the intervening years that they wouldn’t have been able to use anything more that the aether stone would grant. Unlike most, however, Master Jasish had awoken a second ability. He had been an earthbound from the beginning, but he had also become a stormvoice.

Because of that, he was not allowed to leave the school. There were some who hoped that he might one day gain a third ability, from what Roran’s mother said, though he had heard that Master Jasish had touched the aether stone twice more after consuming the elixir and in none of those times had anything changed for him.

“I’m sorry,” Roran said. “Which shelf are they supposed to go on?”

Master Jasish shook his head. “These have to go into the back archives. Honestly, if your mother hadn’t been looking into whether there was any information about what you have acquired, I don’t know that I would’ve even trudged them up.”

“These are things that my mother called for?” Roran asked.

“Oh, yes.”

For a man who spent much of his time inside the library, he was deeply tanned and had a thick, long beard that he curled the end of and occasionally tucked into his shirt. His eyes usually sparkled when he looked around, but now there was a little bit of irritation in his gaze, which Roran suspected was probably because he had been convinced that he needed to take Roran on.

“I’m sorry, I know this is a difficult topic to talk about. Especially to someone like me.” Master Jasish preened for a bit, standing upright, but his hesitant gaze as he flickered around the inside of the library seemed to call a lie to that preening. “I’ve been looking on her behalf. Well, yours, I suppose. She’s wanted to know if there are any records of what we can do to help you control this.”

“I get the feeling that she’s not asking me to control it,” he said.

“No?”

Roran grabbed the scrolls he had been shelving and tossed them under his arm. “I think she’s trying to get me to suppress it.”

“Well, considering the danger of such a gift and the possibility that if it goes unchecked, it can influence everything around it and eventually destroy everything, I cannot fault her for that.”

“Of course not,” Roran said.

He hated the idea that he was this dangerous entity, especially because he didn’t feel dangerous in any way. In fact, he felt as if he were still the same person he had been before.

Well, maybe a little different. There were times when he could almost feel that suppression inside him. The darkness, perhaps?

Maybe it had always been there. The aether stone was supposed to activate some hidden part of a person and help mitigate what was already there. If he had this emptiness, this darkness, within him, then what did that say about him?

“I keep looking for additional resources, but if we can’t find any, it might be worth sending you…”

“Sending me where?” Roran asked when Master Jasish trailed off.

“Well, sending you beyond the basin,” he said, giving a small shrug. “I don’t say that lightly, but I do think that there is a benefit in having an opportunity to go past the boundaries of the basin to find some answers.”

“I won’t be able to survive beyond the basin.”

Even for most initiates, who had touched the aether stone and begun to manifest their celestial gifts, it could be a death sentence to even attempt to go through the mountains. The wildness and the creatures found there were almost always too powerful for anybody at that level. Even those at the explorer level were almost not strong enough.

“Yes, well, it may involve taking an expedition.”

“That’s probably not safe to do with me,” Roran said.

Master Jasish looked at him for a moment, and then he nodded. “Of course. I suppose I hadn’t considered that aspect of it. Well, if you do learn to suppress it, then it might be to your advantage. And to ours, frankly.”

“I will try.”

The man wasn’t wrong, however. If Roran could learn to suppress it, then he could learn to control it to a certain extent. And though he had gone into the Shardfall Ceremony thinking that he might learn a gift, there was also a different possibility. One that left him considering that maybe he could tamp it down. And if he could do that…

If he could do that, then perhaps there would be a way to not only gain control over it, but find a way to access the celestial elixir again. Maybe he could even visit the aether stone. He knew nobody would allow it, but if he could sneak there on his own, then who would stop him?

Maybe my mother.

Knowing her, and knowing what she was after with him and his ability, he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe it was just a matter of her trying to convince him to suppress this ability so that he could not do anything with it. And in a way, maybe that was for the best.

At least for now.

But he had snuck toward the aether stone before, and his mother knew it. She had been the one to catch him.

Because of it, she wouldn’t permit him to even run the risk of getting that close again. She probably had most of the instructors keeping an eye out for the possibility that he might try once more.

“Have you found anything in any of the scrolls?” Roran asked.

“I have not,” Master Jasish said, frowning at the ones he had tucked underneath his arm. “Honestly, it is unusual for anyone to even consider suppressing their gift.”

“Because most people don’t need to.”

“Well, that is true. And yet, the idea of suppressing it remains challenging. I suppose there would be circumstances when suppressing that ability might prove beneficial, primarily because it would permit a person to avoid detection, at least in the days when such things were possible—and dangerous, for that matter.”

“What sort of danger?”

“Who can say what happened here before?” Master Jasish shrugged. “Your sister was interested in those old ruins, wasn’t she?”

Roran nodded. He didn’t like talking about Mirael, but at least with Master Jasish, he didn’t have the sense that the man was passing some sort of judgment on what Mirael had chosen to do. Not like some people had. Too many believed that his sister had grown too curious about the ruins.

“I’d like to help,” Roran said. “I’d like to know if there’s anything I could find that would help me figure out what to do about this power.”

“Do you truly wish to suppress this?” Master Jasish asked.

“I don’t want to be the reason things within the school fail.”

“Yes, I suppose that would be true enough. You have people here that you care about.”

Roran had lost his sister, and did not want to lose any more. “I do.”

“And perhaps you can gain a measure of control by suppressing it.” Master Jasish nodded, as if that was the primary reason he had been thinking that way. “It is interesting to consider that.”

He started to walk away, but Roran caught him by the arm.

“Master Jasish. I have another question for you.”

The man paused, turning back to him. “Yes?”

“When you had the opportunity to take on a second ability. Do they ever… conflict?”

Master Jasish cocked his head to the side. “Oh. Another interesting possibility. Another one that I haven’t considered.”

Really? Roran had a hard time thinking that was the case. It was the very first thought that he had. Actually, it was the very first thought that Steran had, and he had suggested it to him. Their mother had quickly negated that idea, making it clear that it wouldn’t make a difference.

But why not? It wasn’t as if she knew anything about this voidheart ability, either. And if there was a way for him to control it, then shouldn’t he? Shouldn’t he want to do so?

“You have to wait until the second ceremony,” Master Jasish said, tapping a finger on his lips. “You also have to have some control, but I see where you are going. If you managed to suppress it, seeing as how this is a voidheart ability, perhaps suppressing it does represent control in that case. So I suppose it would be possible for you to acquire another gift.”

“If I do, will they fight with each other?” Roran asked.

“Traditionally, I would say no. Most of the time, they are quite complementary. The power tends to blend and work quite well together, allowing the bearer to mingle those abilities.”

“To mingle them. So if I were to do that, then…”

“Well, in your case, I would argue that you would not want to mingle them, because such a thing would probably pose more problems than solutions.” He smiled at Roran. “But the first order of business is gaining control. Once you do that, then perhaps it will make sense for you to return to the stone and see what it might provide you.”

Roran had the distinct sense, however, that Master Jasish didn’t really want him to do that. The same way that his mother didn’t.

They wanted him to find a sense of calm and avoid using his new celestial ability. And considering what he had seen from the storm and the rockslide, maybe they were right in doing so. Maybe it truly was too dangerous for him to lose control, because if he did, others would suffer.

Only, he couldn’t stand the idea that this would be his fate.


Chapter
Six



Control proved elusive.

Roran spent quite a bit of time focusing on suppressing the awakened celestial ability within him, much like his mother had suggested that he do. Well, she hadn’t actually suggested that he suppress it, but she had certainly implied it with everything she had done and everything she had asked of him, so he used his time in the library to research anything that might go along with the possibility of suppressing a gift. But as the weeks went by and as he continued to try to find some measure of control over how to suppress that ability, he continued to come up with nothing.

He worried about whether his lack of control was an issue, or whether it was simply a matter of him not finding the right answers. He certainly didn’t have anybody who could train him.

From time to time, Roran found it difficult to stomach the difficulties that he had. He knew that he had to ignore the trouble he was having, and he needed to focus more on what was asked of him, but he struggled to do so. What he wouldn’t give to have an instructor who could work with him the same way everyone else trained. But that was not the case for him.

He hadn’t even seen Galus all that often. They had tried at first. When Galus had first gained his celestial ability and Roran was still attempting to understand what he was going to be able to do with his, they had caught up with each other from time to time. Roran would try to talk to him, to hear what it might be like if he had stayed in the school and trained. What Galus had been going through was interesting, as it was exactly what Roran had hoped he would be able to do.

But Galus was now a student, and Roran…

He didn’t know what he was.

He came across Galus as he crossed the courtyard where the aether stone was found. Roran approached the stone, not to touch it but simply to go near it, partly because there was a piece of him that wanted to at least understand if there was something he might figure out by being close by. Increasingly, he found himself drawn to it.

“There you are,” Galus said, as if he’d been looking for him the entire time. “Library still?”

“You knew?”

“I saw you. Didn’t know if you were excited about it. Actually, knowing you, I doubt that you have been. Are you looking into how to control your ability?”

“Sort of,” Roran said.

“What does that mean?”

“Not just getting control, though that’s part of it. But now I’m trying to think about how I might get an opportunity to acquire a different one. Master Jasish thinks that if I gain some control over it, then eventually I can take the celestial elixir again, touch the stone, and maybe get another chance. That’s the only hope I have right now.”

Even then, it would put Roran far behind all of his peers in terms of progression, but it was a better option than so many other alternatives. He would rather be delayed and have to work hard to catch up than to never have a chance to acquire the ability in the first place.

Galus frowned. “I don’t think they’re going to let you do that,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I…” He glanced around and caught sight of Master Fiyalean, his flameheart mentor. He waved a hand, as if to alert the man that he was going to catch up to him. “I don’t know that they’re going to let you do that,” he said again, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I overheard my parents talking. My father had been talking with your father, and it sounds like the two of them wanted you to have a chance to touch the aether stone again. Right away.” That was what Steran had wanted as well, but their mother had dismissed that idea immediately. “But my mother said that the senior-level instructors are concerned about what would happen if you were to do so.”

“What do you mean? If I can, I get an opportunity to gain another celestial ability. That’s all that would happen.”

“Talk to your mother about it,” Galus said.

“Come on,” Roran said. “At least give me some idea about what they think.”

“It’s because you’re a voidheart.” Galus didn’t say it with the same derision that others had in the whispers Roran caught whenever he passed, but there was a hesitation. Galus certainly wasn’t pleased with the idea that Roran was a voidheart. And he was probably scared to be around him. “I think they’re concerned about what would happen to the aether stone if you were to touch it again. Even if you were filled with the elixir.”

Roran blinked. He hadn’t even considered that. Maybe that was why his mother had dismissed the idea. As a voidheart, it was entirely possible that he would damage the aether stone.

“What if I get control over it? Maybe then they’ll let me.”

Galus shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. It sounds like you have a few years before that’s even a consideration. It is for me, at least. Just… just keep working.” He glanced over to Master Fiyalean again. “I really have to get going. I was hoping…”

Roran didn’t need for Galus to finish his sentence. It was the same thing that Roran had been hoping. They had both wanted to work together, and the fact that the opportunity had been taken from them made it difficult for both of them.

“I had been hoping for the same,” Roran said.

Galus let out a sigh. “Anyway. Let’s talk again.” He jogged away without saying anything else.

Talk again. But talk again when?

Galus was too busy with his studies and with everything that was asked of him… while Roran certainly wasn’t busy, though he could make himself busy. That was what he thought his mother wanted more than anything, to keep him occupied, or at least preoccupied, so that nothing worse would come of his inability to control what he could do. But it was more than just that, he suspected.

As he looked over to the aether stone, he wondered if there would come a time when they simply would not want him at the school any longer. He was trying to suppress his ability, not gain control over it. But what would happen if he couldn’t do that either? What would happen if his ability continued to manifest despite what he intended, and he continued to have flashes of it regardless of what he wanted?

The answer came to him all too easily. He would have to leave. After all, it wasn’t as if the aether stone could leave.

But where would he go?

His life, and his home, were here. His mother had been an instructor at the school for as long as he had lived. So where could he go?

His sister had always believed that there was more to the world beyond the boundary of the basin, but even she had felt that attempting to get out there would be too difficult. And too dangerous.

Rather than going back to the library, Roran wandered and found himself outside the school grounds, looking out across the basin. The school was set into the mountain itself, a place of importance. The fortress had once been more prominent, but parts of it had broken free. Now it took the effort of the earthbound to ensure that it didn’t crumble into nothingness.

It was one of several schools that existed in the basin now, though there had been a time when it was the only place to learn. Other schools had cropped up as the number of people with advanced celestial abilities had grown. But it was the only place that had an aether stone, where people could consume the celestial elixir. And it was the only place that he had ever known.

Paths leading to the upper fields where wheat and corn grew were the easiest to see, though Roran couldn’t see those fields from where he stood. He’d rarely visited, either. A few mountain goats climbed the rock in ways that Roran could only dream of being able to do. They avoided those with celestial abilities in the upper portion of the basin, mostly earthbound and stormvoices who spent time there, helping tend the crops that fed the basin. Other crops came from the northern stretches, mostly potatoes and plants that could handle the cold, though he’d never been there, either.

As he stood outside the grounds, the wind whipping around him, he noticed a line of stormvoices heading away from him. Stormvoices that were likely going to speak to the wind, to the storms, or to the surrounding areas so that they could keep the basin safe. To fulfill their obligation, and the promise of what was asked of them.

Though he was tempted to follow, he was concerned about harming—or more inadvertently, disrupting—what they did as they learned. He had done so unintentionally already.

As he turned away, he caught a glimpse of Master Matthew, the old frostforge, heading toward the back part of the fortress and disappearing behind one of the walls. There were no frostforge students at the school, and he wondered why Master Matthew stayed.

Roran decided simply to wander, trying to keep his mind empty the way that his mother had asked. He lost track of how long he did, and by the time he headed to his mother’s study, his head was filled with different concerns and fears about what everything meant for him and what he would be able to do.

He waited inside her quiet room, worried that maybe his mere presence was disrupting everything. Merely being a voidheart. And even calling him a voidheart suggested that the power of the void was in his heart. But that wasn’t how he felt.

He stood at the window, looking outside. He watched for a while, long enough that the sky grew dark and his stomach grumbled, and he knew that it was long past time for him to get food, though he doubted he’d get anything like the goat stew from his youth. These days, it was mostly vegetables with bone broth, and that was if he was lucky. Stars twinkled in the sky, and the moon shone overhead. He could see the occasional fires that dotted the basin, as other flamehearts used their celestial abilities.

Things he would never have.

He had not struggled nearly so much after being given this fate, up until now. Now it felt as if it were an overwhelming, and overbearing, feeling that weighed down upon him in a way he could not ignore.

“What are you doing here?” his mother asked as she finally came into the room. The fire in the hearth flared brighter, but only for a moment. It seemed as if a mark of strain twisted her cheeks.

“I just wanted to ask you a question. I want you to be honest with me.” He looked over at her but didn’t continue immediately.

“Go on with it,” she said.

“You have been wanting me to try to control what I can do, but it’s not about control. It’s about suppressing it.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “We can’t have you just losing control of it, so you suppressing it is optimal. I understand from Jasish that you have been reading some of the old scrolls I’ve been researching. You have a good mind, Roran, so I’m quite certain that you might be able to uncover some secret that I might’ve overlooked. And if you can suppress it, there may be a future for you in the library.”

That was a depressing thought. Working in the library would be his future from now on?

“And if I can’t?” he asked. That was the crux of it, wasn’t it?

When she didn’t say anything, he pushed on. “I keep thinking that maybe I could learn enough about suppressing it, and I might eventually be able to take the elixir again, touch the stone⁠—”

The way she cringed suggested all he needed to know.

“It’s not going to be possible, is it?” Roran said.

She poured herself a drink of her selarin tea, made from a root found along the upper ridges, then looked over at the fire. “What would happen if you were to touch the aether stone?”

“I don’t know. I’m hopeful that it would give me an opportunity to acquire a different celestial ability. But that’s not what you think.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think. It doesn’t matter what I know. It matters what I fear will happen. And I, like the others here, have an obligation to future generations. We cannot do anything that will potentially harm the aether stone. There was a time when we had two aether stones in Casernak Basin, and with a bit of redundancy, it would be less dangerous, though still dangerous regardless. Now with only a single one, we cannot risk it.”

“Which means that I won’t get a chance to try again.”

“I’m sorry, Roran. You won’t.”

Her words had a heavy note of finality to them. Roran knew that it was not for him to argue with her, certainly not about that.

“What if I could⁠—”

“You might gain control. It’s possible. You might gain the ability to suppress what you are.”

What he was. A voidheart.

“But even if you do, we cannot take that risk,” his mother said.

“So this is it. This is my fate?”

He’d known that it was likely going to be all he would ever know, so why did it bother him the way it did? Why did it hurt this much?

“Your fate is to help your people in the way that you can,” she said, “and perhaps the way that you can help your people is to keep the library organized.”

He snorted. “But that’s not all, is it?”

He needed to know.

“What?” she asked, finally turning to him.

“I might not be able to stay here.”

She took a drink and held her cup in both hands as she looked at him. For a moment, the flames in the hearth flared a little brighter, but then they dimmed. He wondered how much of that was tied to her using her ability, and how much of it was tied to him somehow suppressing her ability. At this point, he didn’t even know if it made a difference.

“It is possible that you may not be able to. I don’t know,” she finally said.

“So then what?”

“Then you will find your way somewhere else.”

Somewhere else. But not here.

“I’m hopeful that it won’t come to that,” his mother said. “Of course, your father and I both want you to stay with us. We’ve lost one child already. We’re hopeful you can learn to suppress what you can do. I have a few leads on what more we might be able to do to help you, but…”

Roran stopped listening. She didn’t know how to help him. That much was evident. It had been several months since the Shardfall Ceremony, and in that time, others around him had already started to learn how to wield their celestial gifts—something that he would never truly be able to do. And maybe it didn’t even matter. Not really.

He wasn’t going to be able to stay here. That was what she was saying, but not really saying. And so, though she wouldn’t allow him to touch the aether stone again, he had to come up with his own way.

Somehow.

Roran just didn’t know what that was going to be.

He was determined to be something more than just a voidheart.


Chapter
Seven



The following weeks were difficult for Roran. He spent one week out in the basin, climbing as many rocks as he could, thinking about how he could avoid people rather than run the risk of angering anybody by inadvertently using his voidheart ability. He thought it would be easier for him to simply stay clear of other people.

When his mother had learned what he was doing, she’d been irritated.

“What happens if somebody’s traveling from one village to the next and you disrupt what they can do with your ability?”

“How is that supposed to be my fault?”

“I just want you to be aware that your actions have consequences, and that you should be cautious.”

“So I can’t do anything?”

“I didn’t say that, Roran. All I said was that you need to be extra careful.”

“Where I climb, I doubt that I’m going to run into anybody.”

“If it’s anyplace like where your sister used to go, I’m sure you will run the risk of encountering one of the stormvoice teams tasked with ensuring our safety, or perhaps you might find one of the earthbound teams keeping rockfalls from happening. Just do what I asked, and spend your days in the archives.”

Where he’d be bored. But more than that, where he could be supervised. That was what this was about, after all. It was about supervision, and making sure he would not do anything that she didn’t want him to do.

“I just wanted to know more about the celestial powers,” he said to Master Jasish one day in the library.

Master Jasish frowned at him. “What more do you want to know? I assumed that your mother would have insisted you knew all that you needed to know about them.”

“Oh, I’m quite sure that she taught me everything she thought I needed to know, but I also think that some of what she has tried to teach is not quite what I need now.” Roran thought for a moment, struggling with how to phrase his question. “Has anybody studied the administration of such gifts?”

His sister had developed her own theory about this. At least, he remembered her making a comment about that when he was younger, and he was curious what Master Jasish would say.

“The administration of our gifts comes from the individual and how they interact with the aether stone.”

“And it has nothing to do with the elixir?” Roran asked.

“The elixir is simply purified essence of a celestial shard. The gift is nothing more than how a person reacts to that.”

There was more to it, Roran knew. He just wasn’t sure what.

And despite how many questions he asked, he just wasn’t getting the answers he wanted. So he stopped asking.

But that didn’t mean he didn’t continue to question. It was just that the questions that he asked, and the approach he took with them, involved looking through the library and hoping that maybe he could find something more.

He searched through the scrolls, and though he came across several different methods for mixing the celestial elixir, he could not follow any of them, as they were considered advanced techniques that he doubted he would ever have the opportunity to master. Roran would never be given a chance to even hold celestial elixir again.

But if he could…

No. It wasn’t that he might have an opportunity—what he needed to look for was how he could possibly make his own elixir. It would involve finding a celestial shard, then being able to concentrate the elixir, and from that point, there was the possibility that he would need to…

All of it seemed ridiculous, and the idea that he would even be able to do anything like that was impossible.

Still, he wanted to think about what it might be like. He had to find his own way, somehow. He was determined to do that, in fact. If he could uncover some method to purify the celestial shard and take one of the elixirs, it would give him a much better chance to find answers.

In between his searching, he tried talking to Galus again, but found that his friend was growing increasingly distant—when he was even willing to talk to him. Roran had intercepted him in the hall outside of the library one time, and Galus had looked far more nervous than he had even when they had been in the courtyard with the aether stone.

Galus glanced around. “You’re still at the library, are you?”

Roran shrugged. “I don’t have much choice in the matter, as my mother seems to think that this is where I need to be spending my time.”

Galus started to smile, but then the smile faltered. He was looking past Roran, which left Roran wondering what he saw beyond him, if anything.

“How has training been going?” Roran asked.

Galus blinked, the question at least seeming to carry him out of the stupor he had been in. “Oh, I’m still learning what it means to be a flameheart, but I’m starting to feel the burning within me more regularly. It’s consistent, at least. That’s the hardest part, I understand.”

It was what Roran’s mother had told him as well. What she had suggested to him when he had told her that he wanted to be a flameheart.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t talk about that,” Galus said.

Roran breathed out. “You don’t have to worry about it. I’ve been careful. Nothing else has triggered it.”

Galus seemed as if he were trying to force himself to relax. “I’m sorry. It’s not fair. I know that you didn’t ask for this.”

Roran laughed. “You know that?”

“Wait. Did you ask for it?”

“What? Of course not. I don’t want to deal with this. I thought that I was going to be a flameheart, just like my whole family, and now I’m stuck with…”

He trailed off before he could say the word nothing. He was stuck with nothing. He wasn’t going to be able to do anything, he wasn’t going to be able to be anything, and if he even tried to harness his gift, such as it was, he would end up harming more people.

“Enough about me. Tell me more about what you’re learning.”

“It’s been amazing,” Galus said, and talking more about what he had been doing seemed to change his friend’s mood, at least a little bit. “We’ve been working on how to harness the flame. I can feel it burning inside me at all times now. That’s always the first step.”

Roran forced a smile. “My mother used to talk about that.”

“And now that I can feel it, I can light fires without even thinking about it. It’s just there.” He seemed so thrilled with it.

Roran wanted to be thrilled for his friend too. He wanted to share in the excitement, but it was difficult to do so because he actually didn’t share in it.

“And my training in the yard has been going well,” Galus went on. “That’s been a nice distraction, but I really would prefer to spend more time in the classroom. I think everybody that’s working with…” He trailed off, and he shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Sorry again. I shouldn’t be telling you any of this.”

“It really is fine.”

“No. It’s insensitive.”

Roran was tempted to tell his friend that it was insensitive but also fine, especially because he had been the one to ask, but he chose not to say anything. There wasn’t any way to convince Galus of that, and Roran wasn’t sure he wanted to.

“Anyway. I should really get going. I’m due back in class. We just finished with a session in the yard.”

He hadn’t noticed Galus sweating, but he supposed he looked a little flushed.

That was something Roran hadn’t even considered. He could work in the yard, couldn’t he? Why shouldn’t he learn more about how to wield a sword, the same way everybody else did? Just because he didn’t have any way of training his ability didn’t mean that there wasn’t anything he could do.

And so after parting ways with Galus and feeling as if he were growing increasingly distant from his oldest friend, Roran made his way out to the training yard, which was a grassy section of flat ground set up in the mountains between a pair of walls. It was backstopped by the stone of the mountain that rose upward in a jagged wall, and overlooked part of the basin itself. This was where all at the school trained to fight with a sword. It was where he would have learned.

Roran had spent some time when he was younger training. His sister had been the first one to place a practice stick into his hands, telling him that all he needed was to attempt to wield the stick, and he could eventually concentrate that power. After she had disappeared, his brother had tried to train him as well, and Roran had learned that there were other ways that he could train.

But he had not been nearly as skilled as Steran, nor had he been as skilled as his sister. He suspected that some of their skill came from their celestial gift, which was something he had anticipated that he would continue to learn and progress with as he grew in ability.

As he reached the yard, he saw he wasn’t alone. He had thought that maybe there would be one of the flameheart instructors, somebody that his mother knew, that he might be able to coerce into working with him. He wasn’t sure if that would work or if they would find him more of a nuisance than anything else, and he had been fully prepared for how he intended to approach the conversation.

Instead, he found Master Matthew.

Many of the frostforges would return to the north after they finished their time at the school and fulfilled their responsibilities. Not Master Matthew, the old, gray-haired, grizzled frostforge. He had always stayed, despite which teachers came and went.

He was carrying an enormous blade that had to be almost as tall as him. It was a testament to his natural celestial ability—probably tied to him being adept level, which granted him strength—but perhaps it was just his skill. Roran stood off to the side, watching him and marveling at how he wielded the blade.

He did not know all that much about Master Matthew. He was a strange man at the best of times, and as Roran was not a frostforge, he hadn’t expected to learn anything from him. But Master Matthew seemed to realize that he was watching, and glanced over his shoulder at him.

He had been in the middle of practicing a series of patterns, freezing partway through. His hands were glistening, as if he was sending ice streaking along them while he was simply standing there. Maybe he was. Roran didn’t know all of the things that a frostforge could do.

“Did you come to gawk, or was there some other reason you came out here?”

“I… I was hoping to learn to use the sword better. I had some training before, but none recently.”

“Every student needs to learn to fight.”

“Most are hesitant with me these days,” Roran said.

Master Matthew turned toward him, and then he frowned, as if realizing who Roran was.

“Well, you’re that Los boy. The voidheart.”

Hearing him say it that way, with a bit of tension in his voice, left Roran feeling like maybe he needed to just leave the man alone.

“I can go,” he said.

“Go? Did I tell you to leave, boy?”

“It’s been my experience so far that most people aren’t terribly excited to have me around them.”

Master Matthew snorted. “Are you going around taking power from them?”

“I don’t have any control. But I don’t intend to.”

“Well, then I think we’re fine. You practice the sword, and we can see what you’ve got.”

Roran looked over to the weapon rack, and as he stared at it for a moment, he hesitated. Could he? Should he? But then, another question came. Why not?

He grabbed one of the wooden practice swords and stood in front of Master Matthew, positioning himself into a ready stance.

“I’m not going to spar with you now, boy. First step is always learning technique.”

“I’ve been training since I was five,” Roran said.

“Training with who?”

Roran debated how he wanted to answer. “A variety of instructors.”

“Were any of them me?”

He shook his head. “Never you.”

Master Matthew grunted. “Then you haven’t been training the way that I would. So. Stand next to me, and you copy my form. I’m just going to go through the motions, and we can see how much talent you have. If you’ve got anything at all, then we’ll go from there.”

As they went through patterns, Roran began to sweat. He thought about what his mother had said regarding how he needed to remain calm. Maybe this was a mistake.

But he didn’t feel like it was a mistake.

They went through a series of basic sword forms, and then Master Matthew turned to him and paused. “Good enough. Why don’t we try something a little more advanced. Maybe you’re right. You do have some of the basics down.”

Roran wanted to laugh, but he felt too nervous to do so.

So he listened and then did what Master Matthew wanted.

He progressed through more complex sword forms. Some of these were patterns and techniques that Roran had learned before. Not all. And there were far more new ones than he had expected. If this was what Master Matthew considered his second tier of sword forms, then Roran was sorely lacking.

He went through the movements, following the flow of the forms, and had to ask Master Matthew to repeat them from time to time, but the man always did and was always patient.

“You’ve got a little potential. I think I’ll keep working with you.”

Roran startled in surprise. “Thanks, I guess.”

“Don’t have to say it like that. I don’t teach a whole lot these days. I used to, but not so much anymore. We have too many who come in these days thinking that they know better. That the old ways don’t matter.”

“Are you teaching old ways?”

“Oh, sometimes. Shouldn’t I be?”

“I guess I don’t know,” Roran said.

“Neither do I. Well, you come back here tomorrow, unless you’ve got somewhere else to go.”

The way he said it suggested that he knew exactly what he was getting at, and he knew exactly that Roran did not have anywhere else to be.

“No,” he said. “I’d be happy to.”

“Nice to have somebody who knew something.”

At this point, it would give Roran a chance to do something else. Try something else. Even if it was just working with the blade.

Besides, he didn’t have anything else that he was doing.

So, he replaced his practice sword and decided that maybe he could—and should—come back tomorrow. As strange as Master Matthew might be, he was also a willing teacher. That was more than even Master Jasish was.


Chapter
Eight



Most days were boring. Roran made a point of avoiding the library as much as he could, partly because he knew his mother wanted him to be there, and partly because he just didn’t enjoy what he was finding there.

And the hard part for him was that he wasn’t really finding much of anything.

He had been looking for possible answers. Anything he could about what it meant for him to be a voidheart, and anything he could about whether there might be a way for him to take on a second celestial ability or learn to control his power so he could be more like everybody else in the fortress, and more importantly, in his family.

He didn’t care for the fact that he was an outsider. But that, unfortunately, was what he had become.

Because of that, he might not ever get an opportunity to really know anything more about himself, or really know what he was supposed to do.

So he chose to climb.

It was better that way. It got him away from the fortress, and away from anybody that he thought he might somehow influence with his voidheart ability, however unintentionally. If he was careful, he also knew that he could keep from doing anything that would potentially cause problems.

At least, that was his intention.

He went to the more remote parts of the basin. The southwest section of it was an area where Mirael had often brought him. She liked to come out to old ruins, and she liked to explore. He had never truly appreciated it when she had been around, but now that Mirael was gone, Roran appreciated so much more about her than he had at the time. There was something comforting in the isolation of the ruins.

This one had long since overgrown, and there were sections of it where the shadows tended to converge, giving it almost a mysterious appearance that felt ominous in a way. Roran always admired that.

Not only that, but there was something about some of these ruins that felt unique to him. It was almost as if he could feel the whispers of the past talking to him, but maybe that was just his sister’s influence.

He quickly scaled the rock of the ruins, where he perched, looking out upon the basin. From here, he was high enough that he could see the expanse before him. There were more flowers here, for one, and several gara fruit trees grew nearby, though these were remote enough that there weren’t too many people who came to harvest them. He clutched one of the fruits in his hand, pulled out his knife, and started carving through the thick skin to get to the sweet fruit inside.

Maybe it wasn’t so bad to have this as his day-to-day.

He didn’t have to sit through classes the way that Galus did. He didn’t have to suffer with failings to reach his ability. But he also didn’t have the hope or the possibility to be able to do anything more. And in a way, he felt like that might be worse. He would never have the celebration of reaching explorer, not the way that others did. He would never have the chance to progress, to have a shot of becoming adept. He would never have the ability to serve in a leadership role the way that his parents both did.

So maybe it was a mixture of a blessing and a curse. And yet, right now, he would sit, and he would focus.

He probably had stayed out too late, because by the time he needed to venture back, it was going to be dark. But then, he doubted that his mother would even question it or be all that concerned about the fact that he had returned after dark. She didn’t check in with him nearly as often as she once had. There had been a time when she had checked in with him regularly. Frequently. Now that he was a disappointment, he didn’t have that level of accountability. Maybe it wasn’t the worst thing in the world, either.

After sitting for a little while, gathering his thoughts, he eventually climbed down. Walking through the ruins, he thought back to the time he had come here with his sister. She had checked the rock, attempting to read some of the inscriptions on it, though most of them were in a writing so old that nobody could even decipher it any longer. There weren’t any records in the archives, either. At least, not the part of the archives that Roran had seen. Maybe in some of the older portions, though he had never asked Master Jasish about that. Perhaps he should.

As he worked his way back to the fortress, he paused. The sky was darker than he would’ve expected at this point in the day, and though he could easily find his way home, he was a bit curious whether he had made a mistake in traveling in this direction, this late at night.

Something streaked across the sky. It was dim, but he was certain of what he saw.

Roran froze, mouth agape.

It had to be a shardfall.

He had seen one before. Or at least he believed that he had seen it before. That had been the day of the Shardfall Ceremony, and so much else had happened at that time that Roran had lost track of it and stopped thinking about what he had witnessed. He had tried to tell his father about it then, and as a Seeker, his father would have the responsibility to go and investigate, but considering all the chaos about him developing his ability as a voidheart, nobody had been particularly concerned about what he had seen. Or, realistically, about what he had believed he had seen.

Roran started to move on, but then he turned back.

If it was a falling shard, there might not be any Seekers out here yet. And as he continued to track it, he could tell that it wasn’t falling so far from him. It seemed almost as if it was coming down into the southern part of the basin where, if Roran wasn’t mistaken, there probably wouldn’t be very many Seekers.

So he headed toward it.

It was ridiculous, he knew. This was the kind of thing that his mother would yell at him about, mostly because he probably would damage any sort of shard anyway. She had said that his voidheart ability could contaminate a shard and make it unstable. As if he could actually do that.

Roran didn’t believe that he could.

As he neared the section of the basin where he could have sworn the shard had fallen, he didn’t see it.

He looked up at the sky, tracking in his mind the direction that the shard had seemed like it had traveled, but even as he did, he couldn’t puzzle out where else it could have landed. It had to have been here. Maybe it was higher up on the rock, though? The mountains here tended to climb quite rapidly. But if it had fallen higher, Roran would’ve seen it. A shard glowed, which would make it easy enough for him to pick up on, shouldn’t it?

Then he started to feel something. He was certain of it.

It felt as if there was movement near him. He scanned the rock, and he heard the sound of stones tumbling.

An avalanche.

He backed away.

In the dark, an avalanche could be especially dangerous. They were what the earthbound tended to defend against, but not out here. Not where it was unpopulated, and not around the old ruins that were no longer considered useful.

He continued backing away, disappointment filling him.

A shard might have been interesting. And useful. But there had been no sign of it.

He found his way back to the main path toward the ruins, though it was heavily overgrown, and the journey back to the fortress was slow until he reached some of the wider roads. By the time he got back up into the fortress, it was incredibly late. No one questioned him. No one stopped him. No one seemed to notice that he had been gone.

Roran wondered if anybody would ever notice if he was gone for long periods of time. Maybe not. He wasn’t needed in classes. He wasn’t training. He was working with Master Jasish in the archives, but even with that, he wasn’t entirely sure if Master Jasish would even be aware that he was gone.

By the time he got home, his parents were nowhere to be found, probably asleep, and he settled into his room for the night.

When morning broke and Roran got up, he felt a strange tension. Maybe it was just that he had thought, or perhaps hoped, that somebody would have noticed him missing. But if they had, there had certainly been no effort to go looking for him.

He went to the archives, figuring that he needed to make an appearance, and was working for a little while before Master Jasish popped by, noticed him shelving some scrolls, and then started to turn away.

“Say, Master Jasish,” Roran said. “Do we have anything in the archives about the old ruins?”

He frowned. “Why would you be interested in that?”

“I was just thinking about my sister,” he admitted.

Master Jasish nodded. “Yes, she was a curious one. She used to come in here quite a bit, and though she was rather advanced in her skill, she was also very irritated that I did not permit her to access some of our oldest scrolls. She was not an archivist, after all. And she was not earthbound.”

“I didn’t realize that you had to be earthbound to work in the archives.”

“Not here,” Master Jasish said. “But if you want to work with some of the older scrolls, it was long ago decided that they would be protected inside a vault that is someplace only an earthbound can access.” He shrugged slightly. “It has been added to over the years, and made so that it is heavily fortified.”

The way he said the last part suggested that he thought Roran might try to break into the old vault.

As if Roran cared enough to do so.

“So there are old scrolls that talk about the ruins?”

“There are, but I cannot say whether or not they detail anything about the old writing. I haven’t taken the time to investigate it. That is not an area of interest for me.”

“I see. What is your area of interest, then?” Roran hadn’t ever asked him that, but maybe he should have already.

“I am interested in the acquisition, and the utilization, of different types of celestial abilities. It is of particular curiosity to me.”

“You want to know what it’s like to gain additional abilities,” Roran said.

Master Jasish nodded. “Yes. And I would imagine that is something you are also interested in.”

“It is, but I’m getting the feeling that’s not going to be possible.”

“Perhaps not. I also can’t say with certainty if there is anything unsafe with your ability. Another aspect of my days, especially lately, has been investigating old celestial abilities. We didn’t always have just the four core abilities. There was a time when we had more, but, as things often do, that has changed.”

He knew that there had been other abilities at one point, but Roran did not know much about it otherwise. It wasn’t something that most people talked about, primarily because nobody really liked to talk about their celestial abilities anyway. They mostly only did with family. That was how Roran had come to learn as much as he had about flamehearts. Not only from his mother but from his sister, especially. Mirael had been incredibly open about sharing what she knew about her abilities. He had always appreciated that about her.

Outside of families, most people didn’t talk about it, mainly because it was not considered safe to do. Though at this point, Roran wasn’t entirely sure if it was a safety issue or if it was a matter of trying to keep secrets.

“Has anybody discovered the reason?”

“By asking that, you are asking if anybody has understood the mind of the celestials,” Master Jasish said. “To that, I can tell you that no, we do not know the celestials, nor do we know enough about what they envision for us, as they have a purpose for all of us.”

Roran was quiet.

“Even for you, Roran.”

“I’m not so sure about that. If the celestials truly had a plan for me, then I would be able to know more about my ability. Maybe I would’ve even found how to use it.”

“Perhaps it is a personal test. Perhaps it is for the good of the village, and the basin itself.”

“How would it be good for the basin?” Roran asked.

“To encourage someone who does not have a traditional ability,” Master Jasish said. “To help them find how to best deflect the power that they have, and to avoid the temptation of using it. Honestly, I can’t answer that question for you, but I can tell you that there is a purpose for all things.”

When Master Jasish left, Roran went back to work.

A purpose?

He had a hard time thinking that there was much of a purpose in what he was able to do. And yet, he felt a different sort of curiosity. With his voidheart ability, maybe he could get down into the vault, find the old scrolls, see if there was anything to the writing that he could learn, and compare it to what he had seen at the ruins. Because other than his sister, Roran suspected that he was one of the few people who had visited the ruins throughout Casernak Basin as extensively as he had.

But that assumed he cared enough to do so.

And at this point, he simply did not.

When he was done, he stepped out of the library and debated going back home, and also debated going back out to climb, but he ultimately decided on a different strategy. Master Matthew had told him that he was welcome to train with him. Roran didn’t know if he would find him in the yard, but the old frostforge had been willing enough before, and had treated him kindly.

He found the training ground empty. That was fine, but as he grabbed a sword off the rack, he tried to clear his mind, to think instead about how he would spend his days and whether he could find satisfaction in an alternative approach to doing so. Roran also started to wonder if that was going to be possible.

He had to have some meaning, didn’t he?

If he didn’t have a celestial ability that could be used, and didn’t have anything that could bring meaning to him, what could he do?

Perhaps what he needed to do was what his sister had done. Explore. Try to understand. And maybe question what might be found beyond the pass.

“Are you just going to stare at it?”

Roran turned and found Master Matthew watching him. “Sorry. Lost in thought.”

“Better than having none,” he said, striding over. “Heard you come through here. Figured you needed to train, especially after spending time in the library like you did.”

“It’s sort of boring,” Roran said.

“I imagine. You weren’t here yesterday.”

“You noticed?”

Master Matthew snorted. “Of course. Any reason?”

“I was climbing,” Roran said.

The frostforge pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “Good enough. Climbing can clear your mind. At least that’s always been my experience.”

“You like to climb?”

“Not so much anymore. I’m a bit old now, but when I was younger, I did. When you’re up in the north, you need to climb. It’s just a part of what you do. See anything exciting?”

Roran was tempted to say that he thought he saw a falling shard, but decided against it. He wasn’t sure Master Matthew would believe him, and he wasn’t sure it made any difference, anyway. So instead, he said nothing about that.

“Just some of the ruins.”

“Your sister was always interested in them, wasn’t she?”

“Always,” Roran said.

“Probably good that she was a Seeker, then. Able to get out of the fortress and wander. Maybe that’ll be you. A different kind of Seeker.” He winked. “Now. Are you ready to train?”

Roran inhaled. Maybe that was what he could do. Or what he could be.

And strangely, hearing Master Matthew say it made it easier.

He nodded. “I’m ready.”

“Good. I’m going to push harder this time. If you’re going to miss training sessions with me, I think it would be good for you to learn as much in a compressed time as possible.”

“You think I need to?”

“It’s good to challenge a person, mentally and physically. That’s one thing about the blade, Roran. It does both.”


Chapter
Nine



Roran climbed up the face of the rock.

Everything was quiet around him, and he had moved far enough away from the main part of the settlement that he wouldn’t run the risk of interfering with anything that anybody might do. He certainly didn’t want to be responsible for disrupting anybody using their celestial ability, and didn’t think that he was doing so, but he could feel some of that power as it worked around him, making him feel uneasy.

Still, as he held on to the flat section of rock, glancing up, he let his mind go blank.

It was peaceful out here. Of course it would be, because this was a place he had often come when he had wanted to get away from everything else. This was where he went to gather his thoughts, to try to center himself, and where he would often find relief in the quiet.

Now he felt it all around him, which was comforting.

Within it, however, was a reminder of who had taught him to climb. Mirael had been such a good climber herself, though many people from around the fortress were. Roran was one of the best, however. He had always been skilled, partly because he had always been somewhat fearless. But he liked to think that some of his talent was tied to the fact that his sister had been responsible for showing him the tricks in searching for different handholds.

“You just have to search for the cracks,” Mirael had said. “Once you do, you can reach for one, then another. Grab each one and climb. Eventually, if you do it well enough, you can break free of what we have here.”

“Break free?”

She let out a small laugh. “I know how that sounds, and in a way, it is a little ridiculous because I’m not trying to get you to break out of it, I’m just trying to get you to figure out how to climb. Besides, the climb is worth it. Once you get to the top and have a chance to look out, I can promise you that you’ll believe me.”

Even then, he had believed her.

“How many times did you climb this before you got to the top?”

“Successfully?” She laughed again. “I tried before I got my flameheart ability. It’s easier with that ability, but I want you to learn how to do it without one.”

“Why?” he asked.

“So that once you get your ability, you can climb even higher.” She winked at him, and then scrambled up the face of the rock.

Roran had never understood how she had moved so quickly, or what aspect of her celestial ability she used to do it, but she had always moved so much faster than him. And she had always managed to make it seem as if she were comfortable and confident in the process. But there was something else about the way she was moving, something else that he had always marveled at but wasn’t entirely sure of.

Mirael could do things that other flamehearts could not. He wondered about that, and whether there was a reason for it. Beyond that, he also wondered if there was something else he could learn from what his sister could do.

“Are you coming?” she had hollered down.

And that had been the start of it.

Roran had begun to push himself with climbing. He had wanted to try to be like his sister, because he had always wanted to be like her, and so he had pushed himself. By the time he finally managed to get about halfway up the rock, he had been pleased with himself.

It had taken him years before he was successful. The first few times he had climbed, he had slid back down, landing not far from where he had started. He would scrape his hands, he would scrape his knees, and one time he had hit his head when he’d landed too hard. Each time he failed, he got up, dusted himself off, and kept trying.

Mirael never said anything to him other than to continue to encourage him. He often wondered if she wanted to say more to him, or if she was simply giving him the time and the space to figure it out on his own.

And then she was gone. Taken during a journey when they had chased after a celestial shard. As a Seeker, she would often head into danger, and Roran knew that she had gladly done so. She had always been willing to risk herself—sometimes foolishly, in his mind—because she had always felt like the reward was worth it.

But was it?

He didn’t know. He couldn’t, now.

Her being gone had pushed him harder, in a way. He had wanted to know if there would be a way for him to remind himself of what his sister had wanted to teach him, so that maybe he could try to repeat what she had done and even get to the summit. Perhaps he could see what she had seen, and know what it was that she had valued. Because there had been a reason for her coming up this wall.

And she had wanted to share it with him.

By the time Roran had first reached his goal, he had been fourteen. His fingers had long since calloused. His grip had long since improved, and he no longer feared the drop-off. There was a steadiness to his movements now, to finding his way along the face of the rock, and though it was an easy climb for him, he still had not made it all the way up to where his sister would go. There were three sections: The first was the largest, flattest part, and that had been the most difficult for him, but he had figured out a way to work his way up that wall. The second was tricky inasmuch that it wasn’t so long but protruded out over the basin itself. Once there, it was all about grip strength. The last one was mostly about finding his way through crevices.

But by the time he got to the summit, he had been pleased with himself, and relieved by the fact that he was able to do it.

And now he was going back.

It was something he could do, he figured, where he wouldn’t draw any attention to himself, and maybe he could think back to what his sister might have said.

He thought about her often these days. She might’ve actually been curious about what it meant for him to be a voidheart, and might have actually wanted to know whether there was anything more to his ability than what they had learned. She might even have been curious as to whether he could control it.

Mirael was nothing if not curious. She had always been that way, and some of that had rubbed off on him.

Roran liked to think that it was how his family had once been. Maybe his mother had possessed a sense of curiosity as well, but that had been lost. Maybe his brother had too, but if so, it seemed to have been lost in the same way.

His father, however, had a certain stubbornness to him, tied to the fact that he believed that his role and responsibility as a Seeker meant that he would always see the world in a different way. And that he had an honorable sort of duty.

In a way, maybe he did. As a flameheart, Roran’s father had the ability to track where different power would come from. He could see it when the celestial artifacts would fall toward the ground, giving him and the other Seekers an opportunity to chase the items. But he also an arrogance to him, and he had not even interacted with Roran much since they had come to learn about his voidheart ability.

Roran climbed his way up, and when he reached the first of the ledges, he paused and looked out over the main part of the basin. It was about midday, and he could feel the heat of the air. Some of that heat was unnatural, he knew, only present because their people had used stormvoices and frostforges to push out the cold, keep the storms away, and ensure that the weather in the basin was as optimal as possible. There were times when he wished he had more variety.

Why shouldn’t he? Wasn’t that the way it was supposed to be?

Everything was controlled in the basin. The weather. How they took the celestial elixirs. Even training.

But then, that was what he had wanted for himself.

As Roran looked out, he noticed movement along one of the trails from the neighboring villages.

That was unusual. Most of the time, the only time people went to the fortress was when there was a festival, or when somebody was heading to the school. This suggested something else.

There were far too many people down there. He wasn’t sure why, but there was something off about it, and if he wasn’t careful, he was going to interact with some of the people traveling toward the fortress.

All thoughts of climbing the rest of the way up the wall went out of his mind because he was too curious about what was going on. He remained on edge, a bit worried about the possibility that something bad had happened.

He sat for a while, staring off toward the distant side of the basin. From here, Roran could see the way the rock shifted, creating the small gap that formed a narrow access point, which was difficult to traverse. He had never been there—only adept levels were even allowed to get close to it. Some of that was because the journey itself was arduous and required advanced celestial abilities to get through it, and some of it was because of tradition. But his sister had talked him through what was on the far side of the basin, and what he might one day see if he were to reach it.

“There’s something through those tunnels,” Mirael had said. “They don’t let us go beyond them, but I’m going to.”

“And what happens if our mother hears of that?” Roran had asked.

“Well, now that I’m an adept, I don’t think she’s going to say much about it.”

“Oh? Better not let her hear that.”

Mirael chuckled. “She knows how I feel about it. She knows how I feel about all of this. She also knows that I see her stubbornness for what it is.”

He arched a brow. “And what is it?”

“A desire to remain ignorant.” She shrugged and stood up, sweeping her hands out from her. A dancing, crackling light seemed to dart along her fingertips in a way that Roran had not seen a flameheart do before. There was something quite unique in it. When it was done, she turned, facing the mountainside. “I’ve tried climbing until I can’t climb any longer. And if you get good enough, maybe you’ll try to climb even farther. Maybe there’s something there, or maybe there’s not. I honestly don’t know. I think there should be, though. At least, that’s the way it seems to me.” She frowned slightly.

“It’s just mountains,” Roran said.

“Just mountains, but beyond them, there is more.”

She’d always been convinced of that and often made those claims, but he had never really known what to make of it because he wasn’t sure whether it was true.

He got to his feet and decided to head back down. If people were making their way toward the fortress, then he probably shouldn’t be out here. He didn’t think he would lose control, but there was always the possibility that climbing the rock and dropping his focus would become a problem for him, even though he knew that being in the quiet out here might actually allow him to focus even better.

Not that he was going to tell his mother that. She would just be irritated to learn it.

He scaled the rock, quickly dropping down to the level he had been on, and followed the ridgeline, where it overlooked the path heading up toward the fortress.

At one point, he heard voices.

Roran crouched down, dropping out of view, and decided to listen. Why not, after all? It wasn’t as if he was going to harm anyone here, but he was curious.

He didn’t recognize the voices, and without going down and seeing who was there, he doubted that he would know who they were. The basin was large and had enough people in it that there was a good possibility that he would not know who was approaching, though usually the people going to the fortress were the same, and they didn’t have that many newcomers that would come and go. But as he listened, he heard something unusual.

They were talking about an opportunity.

Roran lowered himself even more, crawled forward, and stayed flattened against the stone.

“I’m going to need to rest,” a deep voice said. “Especially if I’m going to be fresh for the testing.”

“It’s not going to happen the moment we get up there,” someone else said. This one was higher-pitched, and irritable. “Besides, there are three opportunities.”

“Well, three opportunities means I’m going to get three chances.”

Three opportunities? What were they talking about?

“It’s unusual that there would be an opportunity like this,” the woman said. Although this one sounded like a different voice. “But perhaps they decided that they didn’t want to conserve the shards this time?”

Shards?

Roran crawled forward to keep up as they walked.

“It was unstable. At least that’s the word that was used. Because of it, they needed to mix it into the elixir now. You know how it goes. When it’s unstable like that, the elixir must be consumed soon.”

More elixir.

But it wasn’t just that there was more elixir. It was that there was going to be an opportunity to consume more elixir.

He listened for a while longer, trying to gauge what was going on and figure out why he had not heard about this.

But the reason was obvious.

For one, Roran had been spending quite a bit of time away from his home. He didn’t want to hear his mother tell him about what he was or was not able to do, or remind him about how he needed to suppress any amount of ability that he had because otherwise it would be too dangerous for him and the rest of the fortress. For another, he had been spending his time in the library researching, though he had not found anything about the elixirs, and certainly nothing that would help him actually be able to mix the elixir.

In his mind, that was what he had started to think was going to be the key to solving his problems: Find his own way to a celestial shard. Take the elixir—if he could mix it—then sneak toward the stone and touch it.

Because there was a part of him that suspected that his sister had done something similar. Not that he ever would’ve accused her openly of it, but having seen her ability change the way that he had, he couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps there had been more to it than she had ever acknowledged.

As he listened to the travelers, getting a sense of what was happening and what opportunities were there, he smiled to himself.

Maybe this would be a different way to achieve his goal. If he successfully competed in these tests, then…

Then maybe he could have an easier path to taking the elixir and touching the stone again.

Because these competitions, while rare, did happen. And they were only offered to those who had a celestial ability.

Like Roran.

His may not have manifested in the way he had hoped, and he might not even truly be initiate level, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t at least try.

This would be something that he could—and should—put himself out for.

He scrambled along the ridgeline, wanting to get back as quickly as possible, and thinking through what he might be able to do if he were to consume more elixir.

And also thinking about what his mother might say, and how he would counter her arguments.

Because he knew that she would tell him no.

He just had to be ready regardless.


Chapter
Ten



“I understand there’s going to be a festival,” Roran said to his mother. “Is there any particular reason?”

He had caught her on the grounds of the fortress, though he’d made sure that he wasn’t anywhere near the aether stone.

“What reason do you suspect?” she asked, though the way she said it suggested that she was just as curious as to how he knew there was a festival taking place at all. He wanted to tell her that they could hide things from him but that didn’t mean he couldn’t learn about them. He did still live here, after all.

“I don’t know. Did somebody reach adept?” he said instead.

Transitioning from explorer to adept was often a cause for celebration, and he wouldn’t be surprised if that was part of the reason for it. But, if that were the case, he would’ve expected that his mother would have shared that. Making the transition to adept was truly a reason for a festival, and she would have to know that Roran would do nothing to interrupt that.

“Nothing quite as dramatic,” she said. “The Seekers have been fortuitous, that is all. And before you ask, you are not to cause problems during the festival. We have summoned other villages to participate, and it is going to be something of a challenge among the schools.”

There weren’t many schools within the basin. The one in the fortress was the primary school, and the others were all smaller and mostly located in villages on the opposite side of the basin, where people would choose to train so they didn’t have to travel far. He had never understood why others wouldn’t simply want to stay within the walls of the fortress, where they would have more opportunities.

“I just thought⁠—”

“It’s time that you leave things alone so that we can finish our preparations,” his mother said.

And by that, he knew that she meant leave her alone.

“I could go to the library, I suppose,” he offered.

“No,” she said. “Master Jasish is busy with his aspect of preparations. I think that it might be best if you just stay in your room and read.”

He debated whether to argue with that, before deciding against it. While reading wasn’t necessarily punishment, the way that she said it suggested she didn’t view him as being able to not cause problems in any other way. So when he left her, he climbed down the stairs of the fortress, watched the basin floor spread out before him, and then quickly veered off the main path until he reached one of the old ruins.

This part of the basin was a place he had often visited with his sister. It had the ruins of the people who had occupied these lands before their people had taken over. Or perhaps they were their ancestors. Roran leaned on one of the broken fragments of stone, tracing his fingers absently over the indentations in it that were supposedly the reminder of letters, or symbols, or something else that had once been there.

He noticed Steran coming toward him, glowing softly. That glow faded as he got closer.

“I suppose I shouldn’t be terribly surprised to find you out here,” his brother said. “Mirael always used to come out here when she was plotting as well.”

“I’m not plotting,” Roran said.

Steran took a step toward him, radiating a bit of uneasy energy. “You’re out here, and you’re thinking about the festival. Are you trying to figure out what you might do?”

“I don’t think there’s a whole lot that I can do at the festival.”

Steran leaned back against one of the stones. “What do you think Mirael would have said about all of this?”

“I don’t know. She’d probably think that it was intriguing.”

“Maybe. She’d probably have an answer for it, though. She always did.”

“Even if nobody else agreed with her,” Roran said.

Steran snorted. “Even if.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, you know. It’s not fair. Especially because they aren’t even giving you a chance to try to understand your ability.”

“I think if I could understand it, maybe I could control it.”

“But control means losing control at first. That’s how you begin to understand the limits of what you can do and what you can be. So I get it.”

He wasn’t wrong. And that was part of the problem, in Roran’s mind.

“I just think that the festival would offer me an opportunity to try something else. Maybe to get a different ability.”

His brother looked over, arching a brow. “Are you sure about that?”

“I know what the prize is. I heard a conversation about it.”

Steran straightened, sweeping his gaze around the darkened ruins before finally leveling it once more on Roran. It seemed that there was a pulsation to the way he glowed, so it wasn’t nearly as steady or regular as what Roran was accustomed to from him.

“You intend to compete,” Steran said.

“I do.”

“You can’t be serious. You can’t win.”

The statement was like a painful slap.

“Come on, Steran. Give me a chance. I’ve been working.”

“With Master Matthew, but that’s not the same as working with your celestial ability. Do you know what it would be like to face somebody like me?”

“Well… no,” Roran said.

He hadn’t actually tested himself against anybody. Master Matthew had wanted him to learn how to better wield a sword, but that was it.

“What about somebody who can use their stormvoice? What if they were to call down lightning?” Steran asked.

“Then I had better hope that my voidheart ability works.”

His brother shook his head. “If you do that, then you’ll be banished for sure. You already ran into problems with you losing control. Do you really want others to suddenly start talking about what you’ve done to their abilities?”

“People are talking already,” Roran said. “I doubt this will change that.”

“And you know what our mother would say. You know how she feels about what you can do.”

Roran continued tracing his hand and feeling the same indentation that Mirael had once shown him. “Thanks,” he said.

“I don’t say that to be cruel.”

“It’s not kind.”

“Sometimes there’s a kindness in cruelty, then. I wanted you to know the truth. I need you to know the truth. I don’t want you to be sent away. I don’t even know where they would send you. I don’t need to lose my brother too.”

Roran squeezed his eyes shut for a moment before opening them. “They might send me beyond the basin.”

Steran’s eyes widened slightly. “You wouldn’t even survive. Mirael didn’t, so…”

They didn’t know with certainty that Mirael had gone beyond the basin, but there were reasons to believe that was what she had done. Especially considering what Roran had known of his sister.

“What other choice do I have? Either I leave or I try to find a way to stay.”

His brother started to laugh, and Roran glowered at him.

“Well, you’re nothing if not bold,” Steran said. “I have to give you that.”

“Should I thank you for such a ringing endorsement?”

“It’s about all the endorsement you’re going to get when it comes to this. Please. Share your grand plan.”

Roran crossed his arms. “So you can tell Mother?”

“So I might be able to do something to add my own flair to it. If nothing else, I’d like to help. Like I said, you’re my brother, and I’d do whatever I can to help.”

They talked for a little while, and Roran filled him in on as much as he could, thinking about what he might have to do in the competition. He might even need to use some of his voidheart ability as he battled, but he would have to do it without anyone witnessing. He would also have to stay calm while using it.

But his brother couldn’t know that. No one could.

“So like I said,” Roran went on, “if this works, then I should be given an opportunity to take the elixir. And considering it is a festival, they won’t be able to tell me no.”

Steran just shook his head. “If you really think they won’t be able to tell you no, I don’t think I can help you. It will, however, be entertaining to watch.” He flicked his gaze around. “You know, progression isn’t as great as you think.”

“I need control. When I’m in any arena, I’m going to need control. There has to be something you can do to help me understand.”

His brother looked at him skeptically, but not in the same way that so many others did. Oftentimes, Roran found that people watched him with a look of unease, and it was one that spoke of a fear about what his voidheart ability might do to them. Not that he really blamed them for that. He understood the underlying terror that his ability might somehow drain their celestial gift, maybe even destroying it. Possibly for good. Roran didn’t think that was even possible, but given that he knew next to nothing about what it meant for him to be a voidheart, he had no idea if there was any way he could do anything at all.

“I’m two levels higher than you,” his brother said.

“Two, now?”

“Well, I’m close to reaching adept, so I might as well be two levels higher than you. And seeing as how you have not done anything with your gift, I think that’s a pretty even comparison.”

“Not intentionally, but I know that what I can do is apparently dangerous.”

“I think you have been listening to our mother too much,” Steran said.

“It’s sort of hard not to,” Roran said.

“Maybe you choose who you listen to. Don’t lose control, but come out here, see what you can do.”

Steran was the only person who didn’t seem worried about what he could do. Even so, there was a look in his eyes that Roran hadn’t seen before. Was he being sincere?

There were times when his brother played pranks on him, so Roran knew better than to listen to him. But lately…

“Thanks. I hope you still feel that way when you get to adept.”

His brother frowned, his expression darkening just a bit. “I’m missing something that’s keeping me from reaching that level. I know there’s an element that I need to find, but I’m still missing it.”

Roran knew that Mirael had known what it was, but she hadn’t shared. That was a lesson each person needed to find on their own.

“What does it take to go to from initiate to explorer?”

“Knowledge,” his brother said.

Roran snorted. “I’m trying to learn, but I’m trying to learn something forbidden, so I doubt that I’ll ever be a threat even if I wanted to be.”

“We both know you don’t want to be.”

It’s true that Roran didn’t want to be a threat, but at the same time, he didn’t like the way that others accused him of that, nor did he care much for the fact that he wasn’t even being given the opportunity to understand his ability.

“Mirael would have wanted me to understand what it is that I can do.”

“Try telling our parents that,” Steran said, and the little smirk on his face suggested that he was more amused by the prospect than concerned.

Raising the topic of their sister was a surefire way to start arguments with their parents, and given everything they had been through and the strain of his new voidheart ability, Roran knew better than to push such an issue with them right now, especially his mother.

“It’s the truth, even if nobody wants to believe it.”

“I believe it. I knew her as well as you did, you know,” Steran said.

“I know.”

But in a way, that wasn’t true. Roran had known Mirael better, at least toward the end. She had always taken him with her on quiet hikes and any opportunity they had to get away, and had always talked to him about her thoughts on what he could do to progress as quickly as she had. Steran had been busy with his own development, so he hadn’t spent that time with her.

“All right,” Steran said, unsheathing his sword. “Why don’t we get started? You made it down here, and now I’m here, so I might as well annoy you the way you always annoyed me.”

Roran hadn’t really annoyed him. It was more that he had annoyed Mirael, but he wasn’t going to argue with Steran about that, either.

“Oh, I know. You’re more of a nuisance than anything, but I don’t mind.”

Steran had been just as bothered about losing Mirael as Roran had, but it had changed him in a way. It had made him more brusque and irritable, but Roran had always had the feeling that his brother cared for him.

“Stay focused on the blade,” Steran said. “That’s the first lesson I had when I was still an explorer. Sometimes, if you’re not careful, some of your ability can streak out. The blade can hold it a little. It gets easier the longer you work, but also as you gain more control. Not just with the blade, but how you feel that power.”

“I have to be careful because Mother said that I couldn’t lose control.”

“I think that’s always a part of it, but have you?”

“No,” Roran said.

“That’s another part of the reason we use the blades. At least in school. It allows us to gain a measure of control. Eventually, it also helps you with whatever your form of control might be.”

His form.

There were certain patterns to how control would work. When he had been thinking that he might be more like his family—a flameheart—he had come to know what that might look like, but now that he no longer believed that would be possible, he wasn’t exactly sure what level of control he was going to need. Nor did he know if there was any way for him to even control it.

“Just pay attention to Master Matthew, and don’t get sloppy. He’s old, and he can be a little fragile.”

“I might tell him you said that.”

“I could tell him myself since he’s the one who trained me.”

Roran’s jaw dropped. “He trained you?”

“You didn’t think he trained others?”

“I didn’t realize he would’ve been responsible for instructing flamehearts. I thought the instructors were assigned by their particular celestial ability, so you would’ve trained with Master Fiyalean.” Like Galus now was, and as Roran would have if he’d been a flameheart.

Steran gave a small shrug. “Normally. But I’ve always been a little stubborn.”

“So you went and asked Master Matthew?”

“Pretty much. Sort of forced him. After Mirael was gone, I threw myself into my studies. You were there. You saw what I did. I wanted to try to make sure I could deal with whatever came my way. So I found him in the training yard one day, saw that he knew what he was doing, and asked him to teach me.” He snorted. “He didn’t want to spend that much time with me. I think he figured I already knew what I needed.”

That wasn’t Roran’s feeling about Master Matthew. The man had been stubborn at times, but it was more than just that. He had wanted to make sure that whoever he taught was prepared and could learn from him. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to teach Steran.

That was an odd thought.

“Now,” Steran said, whipping his blade around, flames streaking along its edge, “do you have a blade with you?”

Roran motioned to where he had the blade strapped to his waist. He’d brought it with him for protection, though hadn’t really expected to need it. “I do.”

“Then why don’t we see what you can do, and whether you are only going to get yourself into trouble?”

With that, he darted toward Roran.


Chapter
Eleven



It was a measure of just how little Roran had been a part of everything inside the fortress that he had no idea what was going to be taking place. He felt odd coming up here, and he didn’t know if he should be involved in any of it, but as he worked his way along the parapet, looking down to see what others were doing, he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe this was where he was supposed to be. At least for now. He wasn’t entirely sure, however, and a part of him remained concerned about what he was doing here and whether his mother would send him away if she knew that he was here.

There were more people here than there were usually for the Shardfall Ceremony. An energy sizzled in the air. How had he not known about any of this before he’d overheard that conversation?

At the heart of the fortress was the aether stone, and it glowed against the darkness of the night. There was something quite comforting about it to him, as if some bit of its radiating warmth was helping him feel almost a sense of reassurance about the celestial ability he had been given. It seemed to be trying to tell him that perhaps he didn’t need to feel as though what he had been gifted was a curse. Not the way that he did.

“Saw you coming up here,” Galus said, joining him on the parapet and dropping down next to him. He had a satchel slung over his arm and a jug in one hand, though Roran didn’t know what that was for. “Figured you’d want to watch.”

“I don’t just want to watch, I’d like to compete,” Roran said. “Because I understand that there are going to be a couple of opportunities to take some elixir if you win.”

Galus looked over. “You heard that, did you?”

“Why?”

He seemed as if he wanted to keep from saying anything.

“You can tell me,” Roran said.

“I’m not supposed to.”

Roran raised a brow. “You’re not supposed to?”

“Well, they were talking about this, because apparently some of the Seekers have had some luck, especially lately. They thought that rather than holding on to the elixir, they would give people an earlier opportunity to take it.”

“An earlier opportunity?”

“Right. To take one additional elixir. I don’t think they’re going to let people who have just taken the elixir participate, like us, but I do think they are going to let some others who are making progress have an opportunity to do it.”

That fit with what Roran had heard, to a certain extent, but he still was surprised by the fact that they would do that. But then, having overheard the travelers’ whispers about instability, he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe it was all tied to that.

“So it must be quite unstable,” Roran said, mostly to himself.

“What?”

He shrugged. “That’s what I heard. Somebody was talking when they were making their way toward the fortress. They mentioned that the elixir was unstable, and…”

“That’s what I’ve overheard as well. I just didn’t know they were passing that on. I don’t know that I would want to take an unstable elixir.”

“I’m not sure, either.”

Galus frowned. “Oh? Here I thought you absolutely would want to take any elixir, because I assumed that you would believe that it would give you a chance to maybe do more with it.”

“Maybe,” Roran said. “I suppose I wouldn’t turn it down.”

Galus snorted and shook his head. “I’m sorry that we haven’t been able to train together. I thought we could, that it would be an opportunity for us, and… I guess I thought that between the two of us, one of us would have a chance to get to adept, and maybe even become a Seeker.”

“You still can,” Roran said.

“I know. I’m not sure I want that, though. There are other ways that I can serve the basin, and I don’t know if being a Seeker is really going to be the best thing for me.”

Roran was quiet. There had been a time when the two of them had talked about what they had wanted for themselves, back when he was full of hope and optimism about what he could do and what he might become. His potential. Potential that was tied to what he had seen from the rest of his family.

In a way, he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe that could still be the case for Galus. He wouldn’t mind his friend being a Seeker.

“Are you going to compete anyway?” Roran asked.

Galus chuckled as he leaned back on his hands and looked down. “Probably not. I don’t really know enough to be able to do much, and even if I did, I doubt that they would welcome me. You need to have a bit more talent. Apparently there is one level where it’s only going to be adepts competing. Then there’s going to be an open competition where anybody can participate.”

“That’s what I heard,” Roran said, though in reality, he hadn’t heard that at all. The only thing he knew was that there was a possibility he could take the elixir. Or he might just be given an opportunity to get elixir. If he could do that and go down to the aether stone, then he wanted to try.

Galus turned to him, and once again there was this look in his eyes that suggested that he wanted to say something to Roran, but he didn’t. And at this point, Roran wasn’t even sure what his friend could say. There had been a time when the two of them had known just what to say to each other, and had been able to put each other at ease, and now…

Now Roran didn’t know.

He breathed out. “Mirael would’ve loved this.”

Galus snorted. “Your sister wouldn’t have needed to come here, would she?”

“What do you mean?”

“I always got the feeling that Mirael had her own way of getting elixir.”

“I sort of suspected the same thing. You think she had her own way?”

“Well, I’m not exactly sure, but she always struck me as being able to get elixir on her own. Maybe it was just because she was a Seeker and was exposed to these things, however infrequently, but…” Galus shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong.”

Roran was quiet for a moment. “I don’t think you are. Mirael had her own little tricks, I think. It was what made her interesting.”

“I think it’s because of all of that that she pushed herself, Roran.”

“I know.”

And because she pushed herself, she had been willing to do things, and try things, that might not have been the best for her or for others. Now he wondered if maybe there was more that he should have asked his sister about when he had a chance, and along those lines, maybe there were things he should be asking his mother, or even his father, about what it meant for them to have access to what they did. Maybe he could learn more about what else was found in the basin.

If he was dangerous to be around here, couldn’t he try something else? It might give him an opportunity to explore the rest of the basin and push himself in a way that would allow him to be useful to others.

At least, that was what he thought about.

Only he wasn’t truly sure.

Galus got to his feet. “Well, I’m going back down there, and maybe you should as well. You don’t need to be separate from everyone else.”

“That’s not true,” Roran said. “They want me to be.”

“I don’t know that they want it, I just think they don’t know what to do with you.”

“And you?”

Galus thought for a moment, then offered a small shrug. “I don’t know, either.”

“I’m not going to hurt you, or whatever it is that you do.”

“I think I know that, and yet, it’s really hard, Roran. Especially with stories about what you’ve done. I know it’s not been intentional,” Galus said, as if anticipating what Roran was going to say and heading it off, “but it doesn’t change anything, does it? It still happened. You interrupted the stormvoices. I’m also guessing that the avalanche was you.” He breathed out heavily. “Although, I think that was Nisarra who was working with it, and she was terrible to me when I was younger, so I don’t feel quite as bad about that one. You need to be careful here, though. Apparently, there is enough going on that if something were to happen, I can easily imagine what they might say to you. I just want you to be careful.”

He nodded. “I will be.”

That seemed to placate him, and then Galus slipped off the parapet and disappeared.

Roran sat up straighter and looked down at the area below, where they were getting ready for the first of the matches. It was explorer versus explorer. Not an open match the way he had overheard the travelers talking about, but one of equal skill.

He didn’t recognize either of the competitors. They were both lanky and seemed to be a little older than him, but younger than his brother. The taller of the two carried a long, slender staff that looked to be made out of the branches of a type of tree found along the northern part of the basin. The other carried a sword. Between the two of them, Roran thought that the swordsman would be the better one.

The fight started quickly. They were evenly matched, and though the staff had the longer reach, the swordsman was faster. As they fought, it became clear to Roran that it might end up as a draw.

The man with the staff slammed it down into the ground, causing the ground to tremble, and the swordsman stumbled. The one with the staff was there in an instant, driving it down toward his opponent.

He stopped just above his face.

That would have been too much for Roran to withstand. He’d been working with Master Matthew, but even training with him didn’t make it so that he was capable enough to survive an attack like that.

What would’ve happened had he tried?

Probably nothing good, and Roran doubted that he would have been able to manage against somebody like that. His brother had warned him, but despite that, Roran had been confident. Arrogant even. Now he saw that it would’ve been useless for him to have even tried.

Steran must’ve known.

Roran had begun to feel that his brother sometimes took delight in tormenting him, in ways that Roran didn’t care much for. Mirael never would’ve done that to him. She would’ve told the truth, whether or not she thought it was going to upset him. Yet Steran had made it seem as if he were going to work with him, to help him, and had allowed Roran to think that he was going to be able to come here and try.

And now that he was here, he couldn’t help but feel as if there would not be anything he could do to win.

Maybe if there was an initiate-level match… But an initiate-level match meant that they would be handing potentially dangerous elixir to those who didn’t have the ability or the experience to be able to do much about it.

He started moving along the parapet but continued to watch the matches below. The explorers were all more skilled than him. Most of them used just a little bit of their celestial ability as they fought, and they handled their opponents using that. At one point, there were some advanced initiates that were able to compete against some of the explorers, including some from the fortress, but ultimately they all fell to the explorers.

As he watched, he couldn’t stop wondering what would’ve happened had he tried. But each time, Roran knew he wouldn’t have been able to do anything.

Eventually the explorers were done. They had granted the elixir to the victor, Gusarsh, an older student from the fortress—which Roran suspected would make his mother proud. Then he watched as the adepts took their place.

He hadn’t seen a match like this between adepts, and he leaned forward, watching with curiosity.

A figure approached, and he looked up.

“I heard you were up here,” his mother said, coming out of the darkness.

“Did Galus tell you?” Roran asked.

“Galus? No. I spoke to your father, who saw you coming in. Your brother also said that you were intending to compete.”

“I understand that I’m not going to be able to compete,” he said, not bothering to keep some of the irritation out of his tone, which he could feel bubbling inside him.

“You aren’t trained,” she said.

“I could be.”

“Do you really think that’s wise?”

He wanted to tell her that he did, and that it seemed an unfair punishment to keep him from having an opportunity to learn what his celestial ability could do, but he doubted she would even care.

“I understand that you don’t want me to do anything with it,” Roran said. “I understand that you think it’s a damaged ability. But I still think that if I were given a chance, maybe I could be gifted another ability.”

“No,” his mother said, and she was more forceful now than she had been before. She loomed over him. “You have to stop thinking like that. I have been telling you and telling you, but now it is time to give up these thoughts.”

“What if I just leave and you can use me to explore the basin?” he asked.

“And run the risk of you unintentionally disrupting some of the natural protections that we have?”

“I’m not going to do that.”

She took a deep breath, and when she did, he could see the frustration in her. It was a similar frustration to what he had. In that, they were alike.

Down near the aether stone, Roran caught a glimpse of a pair of skilled adepts battling with blades. It seemed that as people grew with their talent, they tended to defer to using a sword rather than any other weapon. Maybe that was why Master Matthew had the skill that he did. Maybe there was something about the level of ability progression and how that worked with the blade.

But without having an opportunity to learn about it and progress with his voidheart ability, he might not ever know.

“Roran,” his mother snapped.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not going to cause any problems. I just…”

“You just want to have freedom that you cannot have. I’m sorry, but it is not safe. It is my job to help ensure that not only you but everybody inside the basin is as protected as they can be.”

“You didn’t protect Mirael,” Roran said.

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted saying them.

He knew that he shouldn’t have said that to his mother. He saw the anguished look in her eyes, the way that she suddenly grew even more serious. She grabbed his arm, pulling him to his feet.

When she yanked him up, he felt something else bubbling inside of him. A bit of cold began to burst forth, and all of the lanterns around the fortress began to flicker. Then they dimmed. It happened so quickly, so suddenly, but it took Roran a moment to realize what had just taken place.

“You did this,” his mother said.

Had he?

He hadn’t wanted to. And yet, what did it matter what he wanted? The only thing that mattered was what he did.

“Go back to your room, and you will stay there until this is over. We will talk tomorrow.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to⁠—”

“I know that you were not trying. And that is the exact problem.”

She released his arm, and he backed away.

“You’d rather trade me for Mirael,” he said. “I’m sorry that I’m the one who’s still here.”

Roran turned and ran down the parapet, away from the fortress, feeling so much like a small child and hating that feeling.


Chapter
Twelve



There wasn’t going to be any way for Roran to find his place here. That much was obvious now.

He had hoped that maybe by having an opportunity to prove himself during the festival, he might be given a chance to take more of the elixir and touch the aether stone again. But the fear of his voidheart ability and what that might look like meant that no one was going to be willing to take a chance on him.

What was worse, he wasn’t sure that there was anything he could do or say to convince anybody otherwise.

As difficult as that was, Roran understood.

He wasn’t wanted, was he? That was hard for him to acknowledge, hard for him to accept. Hard for him to know what he was going to be able to do, if anything, because a part of him had felt as if maybe there should be more for him. Even if he were to stay, however, no one would want to give him any opportunity with the celestial elixir and no one would willingly allow him to get close to the aether stone. They feared him.

Everything that he had hoped for at one point had been taken from him.

All by the celestials.

It was a strange thing to think because he didn’t necessarily want to blame them, but who else was there to blame?

Some believed that whatever a person had within them was awoken, but the power still came from the celestials, nonetheless. And if his did, and if it was like this, then what did that mean for him? What could it mean for him?

He was left here staring off into the darkness of night, watching the basin and wondering if he would ever have an opportunity to return to his home once he was banished. That was the most likely outcome, now. There would be no way he’d be able to stay any longer, not with what he was or what he could do. He understood the reasoning, even if he didn’t like it. And more than that, he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe it was for the best. Not just for everybody else in the school, but for everybody else in the basin as well.

Sitting there, Roran wondered what it might be like beyond the basin. There were stories of those who had ventured out there, but everybody who had done so had been explorer or adept level. His sister had thought that she could go out there, and though he didn’t know what had happened when she had disappeared, he had his suspicions.

No one had talked about it. No one had wanted to talk about it. Mirael had been a prized member of their community, and losing her had been hard for everybody, not just for Roran and his family. But with her power, she should have been able to make it past the basin, shouldn’t she?

Not him. He wasn’t even an initiate, not really. An initiate level would be able to wield their own ability in some way, and the only thing that he could do was unintentional, which meant that he wasn’t even truly an initiate.

He tried not to think about that, tried not to think about what he could be, but it was difficult for him not to.

“I thought I might find you out here,” Steran said from nearby.

He looked over. His brother was approaching down the mountainside, scaring a small deer that had been grazing nearby, and reached where Roran had taken a seat on a boulder that overlooked the basin. The school was a distance away, and though he could see some of the shining lights inside the building, he tried not to pay much mind to it.

“You didn’t have to come down here,” Roran said.

His brother laughed as a stream of fire emanated from him. “Didn’t I? I thought I might see how you were doing. I hadn’t actually expected you to go through with it.”

Roran shrugged, then turned his attention away from his brother to hide his emotions. “Is she going to send me away?”

“I didn’t wait around to find out,” Steran said.

“I wish…”

He wished what? He wished that he hadn’t made a fool of himself and tried to participate in a festival he had no business attending? He wished that he hadn’t caused the damage he had? He wished that he hadn’t drunk the elixir and touched the aether stone, which had ultimately resulted in him ending up as a voidheart? There were so many different things that he wished, and nothing he could do about them.

“I’m sorry,” Roran said.

Steran took a seat next to him. He clasped his hands on his lap, and though he was still glowing a little bit, he tamped it down. The heat coming off Steran was more potent, though. A part of Roran wondered what would happen if he were to try to use his own ability. Could he counter his brother?

“Are you really sorry?”

“I’m a threat,” Roran said.

“You’re… something. I’m not sure if you’re truly a threat, but they see you that way.”

“I don’t mean to be.”

His brother smiled. “I don’t think you do. But I also think that you intended to touch the aether stone again. If you were to do so, and if it were to be damaged…”

Steran didn’t need to explain. If the stone were damaged, they would no longer be able to defend themselves, or learn their abilities, or protect the sacred basin. If that happened, and if it was his fault, he would be responsible for all of it.

“It just doesn’t seem right, does it?” Roran asked. “It doesn’t seem like anything that I’d be able to do would make that much of a difference. The aether stone gave me this ability, after all, so it seems to me that it should be able to withstand me getting close to it, and anything I might try.”

His brother was quiet for a few long moments. “When it was my turn to touch the stone, Mother told me it only activates what’s within us. I don’t know if that’s true or not. If it is true, then it says that we are either flame or frost or all of the alternatives.”

“Or voidheart,” Roran said.

Steran turned to him, and there was an intensity in his gaze. “Or that. But Mirael told me the elixir just activates what’s found in the shards, and the aether stone then takes that and joins it within you. Honestly, I’m not a scholar, so none of this makes a difference to me. Or, I should say, none of it ever did make a difference to me. Now I think you have to recognize the truth, Roran. As hard as it is for you, you aren’t going to be able to get additional elixir. Not here, at least.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m not sure. But until you know that you aren’t going to cause everything to break around you, it’s just not safe.”

Another idea had come to Roran as he had been sitting out here, thinking about his sister. “Do you think that I could find another shard?”

“Shards are rare, and when found, they’re purified for the good of all.”

“What about the good of me?”

“Well, I… I don’t even know.” His brother sat quietly, and every so often, there would be a flicker of light from him as he used his flameheart ability. “You could try to suppress it the way that she wants.”

“I’ve been trying.”

“We both know that’s not true. You’ve been wanting to learn about it. You haven’t been doing what she asked. And I guess I don’t even know if you could.” Steran laughed. “Asking you to do something like that, to consider suppressing what you can do for the good of others just doesn’t fit you, does it? You wanted power, and now you’re going to take it from others.”

“I never wanted power,” Roran said.

But even as he said it, he knew that wasn’t entirely the case. He had wanted to be a flameheart. He had wanted to be a stormvoice, the way he still suspected that his sister had been, without anybody even knowing about it. He had wanted to be like her.

And now he couldn’t.

“I’ll try,” he said.

Would he? Could he abandon everything he had wanted?

As he looked at his brother, seeing the anguish mixed with irritation in his eyes, Roran knew what he needed to do.

He couldn’t lose his family. He couldn’t lose his friends. He couldn’t lose other people that he cared about from the fortress. He had to get control over this.

“I’m going to deal with it,” Roran finally said. “I’m going to do what I need to so I can control it, then I’m going to suppress it. And if I can’t, then I will just accept whatever fate they ask of me. I just hope you can convince her that I’m willing to do what I need to do.” He looked over to his brother to plead with him. If anybody could convince their mother to see a different way, it would be Steran. In the past, that responsibility had fallen on Mirael.

“I can try,” Roran whispered.

Steran was silent for a long time, and Roran looked around, feeling the quiet, the cool, and the calm of the evening around him. He glanced back, noting the darkness of the fortress, though lights were beginning to bloom again. How much of that had been his fault?

“Nobody was hurt, were they?”

“Nobody was seriously hurt,” his brother said. “But you’re going to have to make amends.” He got to his feet, clapped Roran on the shoulder. “I really just came out here because I wanted to make sure you were okay. Seeing that you are, I shouldn’t linger out here too much longer. Otherwise she’s going to think you’re trying to corrupt me.”

“That’s not funny,” Roran said.

“Come on. It’s a little funny. She knows better. At least, I think she knows better. She doesn’t always express it very well, does she?”

“No. She does not.”

Steran walked away, and Roran was left staring across the basin, listening to the way the wind whispered and pulled the cold down from the northern mountains. It made him think of what it might be like to be a frostforge, or to be a stormvoice, or to be anything other than a voidheart.

But Roran had to find a way to come to terms with what he was. What the celestials had made him.

His brother was right.

It was not a problem for others. It was a problem for him, that he’d then turned into a problem for others. Which was enough reason for Roran to want to gain a measure of control over it to ensure that no one else was hurt.

So far, he’d been lucky. But at what point would he no longer be? He’d already caused problems, and the festival had only made his issues more prominent and raised additional questions about what, if anything, he might be able to do.

He sat there, staring back at the fortress, feeling a sense of melancholy.

Eventually, he lay back, and his thoughts turned to his sister, the way they had much more often ever since he had developed this ability. Mirael would have been curious, and she would not have rushed to judge what he could do.

Mirael would have helped him understand what he could do, and what he could be. Mirael might have even seen it as a gift, and helped him find some way to use it.

As he lay there, he saw something unexpected.

A streak of white, a flash, came from high in the sky and began to slowly work its way down toward the basin.

A shardfall.

Roran sat up. He wasn’t a Seeker, so this was not something that he would normally be the first to respond to, but with everybody up at the fortress for the festival and with him already down in the basin, maybe he could get to what had fallen first.

Shardfalls were almost always actual celestial shards. Though rarely—almost impossibly rarely—they could be more. There had only been two shardfalls that had been aether stones in the basin, though Mirael had always believed there could be more. She’d felt there was no reason that Casernak Basin only got shards, and never other aether stones, other than simple rarity.

But if this was a shard, then maybe he could reach it.

Unlike the last time.

And if he could find it, maybe he didn’t have to wait for someone to offer him the elixir.

He scrambled off the rock and started to descend farther into the basin.
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The air was getting cold as Roran moved deeper into the basin. There was the possibility that one of the Seekers had witnessed the shard fall from the sky and come down here, but Roran kept looking back at the fortress to see if anybody was making their way down into the basin and toward what he had seen, and so far he’d not noticed anyone. Nothing to make him worry that others would reach the shard before him.

And if he could get it, he could at least try to see if something might change for him.

His hands were becoming more scraped as he climbed. The only thing that saved him was the fact that he had moved through these rocks enough times that he thought he could maneuver in the darkness. Luckily, it wasn’t a perfect darkness. Not even close. The moon was bright, full, and it sent shards of silver light shooting across the ground, but what he wouldn’t give to have a flameheart with him.

Then again, with a flameheart, he might not even have seen the falling shard.

Had his brother been with him and using his flameheart ability, Roran doubted that he would’ve been able to make anything out. It would’ve been too bright against the darkness of the sky. It was only because he was by himself that he had seen the shardfall.

Once he reached the floor of the basin, he started toward where he thought he’d seen the shard falling. He wasn’t sure he was heading in the right direction, but he felt a strange energy in the air. It was the type of energy he felt after a thunderstorm, but probably not nearly as much as he would feel if he were a stormvoice. This was a sort of crackling in the air that left his skin tingling and the hairs on his arms standing up.

He moved past shrubs, avoiding some of the thorns snagging his pants, and forced his way forward. A small lake was nearby, though he tried to avoid that, as there would be wolves near it at this time of night. And he tried, though failed, to ignore the cold and the darkness around him.

It was almost painfully chilly, he had to admit. It was as if the warmth in the air had been siphoned away, drained so that there was nothing but that cold.

Weird.

The basin wasn’t often cold at night, mostly because the frostforges and the stormvoices used their celestial abilities to keep a constant connection with the weather. This felt different.

As Roran walked, he started to wonder if maybe he should have gone to find a Seeker. He needed to keep others thinking that he was not trying to harm the fortress or anyone in the basin. Looking on his own was only going to make people believe that he was after it for his best interest, and not for others.

But this was an unknown shardfall.

When the wind gusted again, he could practically feel the way that it murmured around him, leaving him thinking he heard something being carried on it. Or maybe it was just his imagination.

He hurried as quickly as he could, his mind racing through what he had seen and what he was dealing with, as this was now the third time that he had seen what he thought was a shard falling from the sky.

Once was rare for somebody who wasn’t a Seeker. A second time was incredibly rare, and in a flameheart, that would show the necessary potential to become a Seeker. It was how Mirael had revealed her ability, after all. Roran remembered what his sister had told him about how that had manifested.

“It just felt like there was a part of me that reacted when it fell,” she had said. “It’s different for everybody, apparently. I don’t know if it will be like that for you, or if maybe there will be some other connection to it that will make a difference for you.”

“What if I’m not a flameheart?”

“Well, then you will at least be a Seeker, and I’ll be honest, that’s not all that bad, is it? You can still be a Seeker, but it also takes you out of the fortress and puts you in situations where…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

His sister had never explained what sorts of situations it had gotten her into. He hadn’t pushed, either, mainly because he hadn’t thought she wanted to talk about it, so he had decided not to make it an issue.

In hindsight, he wished he knew. Mirael had obviously gotten injured, and probably died, because of her work as a Seeker. It was not something that any of the Seekers talked about. When Roran had asked his father at one point, he had just said that there were dangers to being a Seeker.

“You only find shards at night,” his father had said. “Venturing out into the basin in the dark, where you can only rely on the light of the celestial shard that has fallen, can prove difficult for even the most capable.”

That was the extent of the conversation he’d had with his father about it.

So what did it mean that he had seen something?

He didn’t feel it. Not the way his sister had claimed she felt something. So whatever that connection was, it was different. Then again, as a voidheart, Roran wasn’t terribly surprised that what he felt and experienced would be different than what his sister had.

She had not been a voidheart. She’d been powerful. An adept-level flameheart, and one of the youngest that the fortress had trained in generations.

Not like Roran. He would always be an initiate.

And not even an initiate. Not really.

He pushed those thoughts aside.

Up ahead, he could have sworn that he felt something. At first, he thought he saw movement in the darkness around him, causing him to skid to a stop and look around. A rising sense of worry that perhaps he had made a mistake in coming out here settled in him. He knew the basin as well as anyone could know it, partly because he had spent so much time crisscrossing the section of the basin closest to the fortress with his sister, and partly because ever since he had been gifted the voidheart ability, Roran had occupied his time by climbing. It was a way to distract himself, and to try not to think about what he had done and what he had lost.

Roran waited for a moment to make sure there wasn’t anything out here. There was plenty of life out in the basin. But what would be the most worrisome to him would be one type of fox that roamed primarily at night. They didn’t like the warmer temperatures during the daytime. Roran had often wondered if the stormvoices controlled the weather too much for some of the creatures that normally would’ve been a part of the wildlife in the basin.

If it was a fox, however, it was completely silent.

That wasn’t uncommon, but it was surprising that he didn’t feel or hear anything near him.

After convincing himself that there was nothing moving, Roran continued on. Then he caught a glimpse of a glowing light just up ahead. He didn’t know what to expect from a celestial shard, though his sister had described finding them, and how a person would use the light to follow the shards. This seemed brighter than he would’ve expected.

He crept forward carefully, glancing around him for the possibility that there might still be something else out there. Once convinced that there wasn’t, he stepped closer.

And then he froze.

What he saw was too large to be a celestial shard.

There was only one thing that made that kind of light, especially the shimmering quality that made it seem as if there were different lines that worked along it.

An aether stone.

No.

There was no way this was an aether stone. The last time one had fallen had been in the fortress, and that had been hundreds of years ago. But the glow coming from it was far too much. This was not just a celestial shard. It couldn’t be.

Roran had not seen a celestial shard on his own, not in its pure form, but he had heard his sister describe them plenty of times.

“You have to follow its fall,” Mirael said. “It gets easier the longer that you do it. Honestly, they don’t like to admit it, but it gets easier the stronger you are too. The further you progress with your celestial ability, especially with flameheart, the easier it is. It took me reaching adept before I could find the shards before most of the other Seekers.”

“And they just look like glowing rocks?”

She laughed, messing up his hair. “Rocks? No. The shards are all metal. So when they talk about turning a shard into an elixir, they melt it by compounding it with something that helps dissolve the metal. I’ve never really known, and it’s not an area I care to learn more about. But we are consuming some celestial metal. That’s what activates with the aether stone.”

“And what would happen if you were to find an aether stone?”

Mirael shrugged. “I don’t know, but I think there’s something strange about them.”

“You always thought that things were strange,” he said.

“It’s just odd, isn’t it? We’ve only had one in hundreds of years? And the aether stones are somehow significant for activating our abilities? That doesn’t really fit. Why would the celestials hold them back from us? I think there’s probably more to it, not that I can say I know, but I’d like to study that.”

As he moved toward the glowing light, Roran couldn’t help but wonder if maybe there was something to it. Some power that was more than just a celestial shard. Maybe it really was an aether stone.

The energy pulled on him, drawing him toward it, and thankfully the shadows seemed to keep him obscured as he moved closer. He stopped under the long arm of a tree, and he saw that there were other people up ahead.

Everything within him went cold, not because of the chill in the air, and not because of the darkness, though the darkness was expanding around him.

Everything within him went cold because he didn’t recognize their clothing, and more than that, they didn’t even look human.

They were not from the basin.
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Roran remained fixed in place, his mind churning as he tried to think about what he was going to do. Nothing about this made any sense to him. There shouldn’t be anyone here. There were often animals found in the basin, but not figures like what he was seeing.

They were odd-looking: tall, slender, and with the light of the aether stone on them, they looked as if they had a pale brown complexion, with spikes protruding from them. Were they what was causing the cold?

Frostforges?

If they were frostforges, then they were a kind that he’d never seen before. There was also something strange about the way they were looking at the aether stone. They seemed to be trying to figure out how to move it.

An aether stone would be incredibly heavy. That was only part of the reason that the one in the fortress had not been moved, other than the fact that it had fallen in the heart of the fortress itself. At least, that was the story.

Of course, the other aether stone that had once been prominent in the basin had also been found inside the fortress, though that had changed over time. It had faded, growing weaker until it was no more.

He shouldn’t be out here. He was out in the open. And despite the fact that he was covered by shadows—or at least he thought he was—it felt as if he was being drawn to the stone in a way he should not be. He found himself standing and looking at the aether stone when one of the three figures turned to him.

The strangely spiky skin wasn’t frost, now that Roran could see it more clearly. It looked more like stone. Some sort of odd-looking earthbound?

But Roran had never known of any creatures having celestial abilities. That didn’t make sense.

The other two began to turn toward him as he backed away.

Then he felt something moving behind him.

He glanced around. Shadows flickered around him, belonging to more of the spindly, stonelike creatures.

There were more than just these three.

An odd scraping sound also seemed to permeate everything.

“I’m sorry,” Roran said. “I’m not trying to interfere with anything, but⁠—”

One of the figures raised a hand, and stone spikes began to protrude from its palm. Roran stood still, barely even able to move. It was as if the cold that he’d been feeling this whole time began to grip more tightly and compress him, holding him in place.

That bizarre chattering intensified, and then a stone spike shot toward Roran.

He saw it as if it were moving straight at him, slowly. He brought his hands up, bracing himself, and a curious ripple of energy washed outward from him. When that energy struck the stone, it simply dissipated.

The chattering increased.

Roran spun and ran.

He glanced over his shoulder, thinking that he could outrun them. He knew the basin, so it should be easy enough for him to find a way to hide.

At least that was what he thought.

He saw them chasing him, but they raced after him unnaturally. They bounded on hands and feet, as if they were more wolf than man. Eventually they raced up on either side of him. Another stone spike came at him, and Roran had to drop down, ducking beneath it and then rolling back to his feet.

After glancing back, it seemed they were caught by the underbrush. Roran raced onward as quickly as he could, barely keeping ahead of them. Knowing the basin proved an advantage, but he doubted he’d have that for long.

He reached a small ravine, darted down into it, and sprinted along it, before scanning his surroundings and looking for a way up. From here, the rock would start to gently, gradually slope upward, eventually reaching the fortress. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to end up with these creatures catching him.

He climbed as quickly as he could, but after he had gotten no more than a dozen or so paces up the rock, he felt, and heard, something behind him. The sound of stone snapping.

These creatures were coming up the rock wall.

Roran had to move faster.

He wanted to race up the wall, but he didn’t know how quickly he could move. He had limitations, and strangely, it didn’t seem as if they did. He couldn’t outclimb them. They moved far too swiftly.

Still, he reached a steeper section of rock and began to work hand over hand, pulling himself up as fast as he could. He let his mind go blank, using the emptiness of thought to find his way up the wall.

At one point, Roran felt something grabbing at him. He kicked, and a burst of cold flowed through him. Some of the darkness around him also began to swirl.

Then he heard a scraping sound and a horrific shriek. That was followed by a thud, and then silence.

What just happened?

The creature had fallen from the rock. Whatever he’d done had disrupted it.

He continued climbing.

When he felt more movement near him, he tried swiping again. There was no response, no evidence of his celestial power working, nothing that seemed to react in any way. Nothing but the steady scratching of rock on rock.

One of the creatures kept climbing after him.

The cold intensified.

Roran scrambled up the wall. The next time he felt something moving, he once again kicked downward, and he was rewarded by another burst of cold, a surge of darkness, and then a shriek as the creature fell.

How many more were down there?

He had no idea. He just needed to stay ahead of them.

Roran continued to climb, his mind a blank mess as he worked his way higher, struggling to get up as quickly as he could and failing despite every effort to move faster.

Finally, he reached one of the paths sloping along the edge of the rock, and he crawled up onto it. He sat there for a moment, his heart hammering, a strange sense of cold still lingering deep inside him, but nothing else. There was a faint murmur of wind that drifted toward him, but nothing else.

In the moonlight shimmering along the rock, he noticed movement. Again there was the sound of stone on stone, mixed with a scraping, and he saw that the creatures were disappearing. Retreating.

Roran breathed out a sigh of relief.

He needed to get back and warn the others.

But more than that, it was time that he did what he should have done from the very beginning and got one of the Seekers. He needed to get his father. He needed to let him know what he had seen, especially if there was another aether stone out there.
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It took him a long time to get back. By the time he reached the fortress, the activity of the festival had died down, and everything was quiet. Whatever it was that those strange creatures had done to make him feel a sense of cold inside him had finally started to fade. So had the darkness.

Increasingly, Roran couldn’t help but question if that darkness was a manifestation of his voidheart ability, even though he so far didn’t have any control over it.

When he entered the fortress, he paused. In the distance, he saw the aether stone. It was glowing the way it often did, but now it seemed to be doing so differently than before.

Did that mean those creatures were around it? What if they could move it?

The idea that anything or anyone, let alone creatures, could move an aether stone seemed impossible. Roran didn’t think that anybody had ever tried to move the aether stone from the fortress, but given what Mirael had told him about how heavy the celestial shards were—almost impossibly heavy considering how small they were—he would expect that the aether stone would be much the same, and equally impossible to move.

“You’ve been gone a while.”

Roran turned, initially thinking that it was his brother, but it was his father, wearing the long gray cloak of the Seekers. This was the person Roran had come to find, and it was good that he was here, but something about the way his father was looking at him was odd.

“Did Steran talk to you?” Roran asked.

His father glanced over to the walls of the school before turning his attention back to him. “Your brother. Your mother. Half the school has been talking about what happened. I suppose you’ve got your side of it, as well.”

“I do. And…” And the way his father was looking at him suggested that he didn’t really care to hear Roran’s explanation. “I was outside after the festival,” he said, by way of changing topics, “and I saw a shardfall.”

His father frowned. “You saw a celestial shard?”

“I think so,” he said. “With the activity of the festival, I didn’t think any of the Seekers were looking.” That was near enough the truth that he didn’t think his father would catch him in a lie.

“If there was a shard, I will gather a couple of Seekers to gather it,” his father said.

Roran steeled himself before continuing. This was the part that he dreaded sharing. “I went down to look for it.”

“You went down. After a shard? Knowing what you are⁠—”

“I was already in the basin,” Roran said, “so I figured I might as well find out where it was so that I could bring others to it.”

His father watched him with a knowing look in his eyes. “Or was there another reason? You thought that you might be able to gather a celestial shard and try to purify it yourself so that you could see if the aether stone would give you another ability?”

Roran didn’t say anything.

“It’s not like I don’t understand what you’re going through,” his father said. “Because I do. Well, I don’t really understand what you’re going through, but I do well enough. I’m sorry that you aren’t able to use your ability, but you know the reason your mother has told you that.”

“I do. I went down because…” Roran shook his head. “It’s the same reason that I tried to enroll in the festival.”

His father looked around. “It took longer than anticipated to relight most of the lanterns, Roran. I can’t say that I expected that out of you, and I can’t say that I would’ve expected your gift to be so potent.”

“I don’t have control,” Roran said. “But I want it.”

“That’s not going to be safe. Your mother has said⁠—”

“I don’t want to be broken.”

His father recoiled. “You can’t change what you are. You must deal with what you are given by the celestials.”

“Deal with it? Mother doesn’t want me to deal with it. She wants me to suppress it. She wants me to take this gift and bury it so that I don’t cause any problems.”

And it was more than just that. It was more about the fact that he was told that he had to suppress it. Why suppress what he had been given? Why try to hide it? Shouldn’t there be a way that he could understand what he had, and maybe control it?

But then, there was something else to his ability. He had felt it when he had been out in the basin, when those creatures had been there. He had felt the way the power had reacted, and some part of him had exploded with energy. He had used it. Not intentionally, but it had done something, hadn’t it?

That wasn’t something he was going to share with his father. Or anybody, really.

“There’s more,” Roran said. “It’s why I came back.”

“Do you mean to say you weren’t planning on coming back?” His father’s voice was low.

“It’s not about that. It’s just that I was out, and I came back. I saw something, though. What I saw was actually not a celestial shard. It was an aether stone.”

His father frowned. “No.”

“I know what I saw,” Roran said. “I know what I felt.”

His father cocked his head to the side as he regarded him. “What you felt?”

“I felt it, Father. When I got close to it, I was able to feel something from it. Some aspect of it that was drawing me in. It was like the energy of a storm.” Roran rubbed his arms, remembering that feeling. Even now, he thought he could still feel some aspect of it. It was as if there was a part of it that was pulling on him.

“There isn’t an aether stone out there,” his father said. “If there was, the Seekers would have felt it. They would’ve found it.”

Roran shook his head. “What if they didn’t? What if they couldn’t? What if there’s something else out there that would prevent them from feeling it?”

If anybody would believe him in this, wouldn’t it be his father? As a Seeker, his father should’ve been one of the first people to have detected it.

“If it is as you say and it is an aether stone, it would be the first one in… well, since this one,” he said, waving his hand over to the other stone. “And you know how long ago that was?”

“Hundreds of years ago.”

“Exactly. Hundreds of years ago. Do you know how long it was before that?”

“A thousand years, I think.”

“Exactly. We had two aether stones for nearly a thousand years, and when the second one burned out, we were left with this single, solitary aether stone. We know that they are finite, and we’ve been searching, Roran. Your sister always believed that she would find another aether stone. She had lots of thoughts on such things, but we never found one. If we had, we would have known.”

“What if you wouldn’t have seen it?” Roran asked.

He needed to get through to his father, but he knew his father to be a stubborn man, and as a Seeker, there was a certain arrogance to him, out of necessity.

“We would have detected it,” his father said. “There was no aether stone. And if you did find a celestial shard, then you know you are to report it.”

“Which is what I’m doing,” he started, but shook his head when his father watched him with an unreadable gaze. “So you think that I could find a celestial shard, but you don’t think I would be able to find an aether stone?”

His father let out a sigh. “Fine. Show me, then.”

“You want me to show you? You’re willing to go?” Roran asked.

“I’m willing for you to show me where you saw it.”

“It’s quite a walk down.”

His father shook his head. “No. Not like that. I intend for you to walk me to the edge of the ledge and show me.” He pointed over to the aether stone behind them. “What do you see here?”

Roran turned and looked back. As soon as he did, he knew exactly what his father was getting at. “I can try,” he said.

“Try? If there is an aether stone, then there should be no trying, should there? This should be very easy.”

He guided his father to the parapet, where they looked out over the basin and searched for the aether stone. He knew where to find it, but as he scanned the area, he didn’t see any glow of light.

“Are you sure about what you saw, Roran? Or is this one way for you to convince people to leave the fortress?”

“I’m not going to touch our aether stone,” he said, glancing over to where the stone rested in the heart of the fortress. “I’m telling the truth.”

“Yes, I’m sure you are.”

“It might just be covered by vegetation,” Roran said.

“Or perhaps it is not there as you believe,” his father said. “Power like that cannot be masked. I’ve been up in the frostforge zones and have felt the power emanating from our stone. As a flameheart and Seeker, I assure you that power cannot be masked. I know you don’t understand it, but I’m telling you the truth here, Roran.”

“I don’t know what else to say.”

“Then you must have been mistaken.” His father turned and then shook his head. “That’s a terrible thing to make up.”

“I wasn’t making anything up.” Frustration began to fill him, and Roran knew that he needed to keep it under control, because he wasn’t mad at his father. Not really. He was mad about the entire situation. “If you don’t believe me, don’t believe me. But I know what I saw.”

“Fine,” his father said after a moment. “Head back home, tell your mother, and that will be that.”

“And if I decide to go back?”

“Go back?”

“To where I saw the aether stone.”

“Where you claim you saw it?”

“Yes. Where I claim I saw it. I also saw some strange creatures covered in spikes and stone⁠—”

His father raised hand, cutting him off. “This isn’t like you, Roran. I’m sure Mirael told you stories about creatures near the entrance to the basin, but other Seekers have never seen them. So I don’t know what to tell you.”

Roran was quiet. Mirael had never mentioned creatures to him.

“She never said anything about that to me,” he eventually said.

His father patted him on the shoulder. “Just get to bed. You had a long night. When you wake up, start doing what your mother wants. Do what’s necessary to help your people. Because I know that regardless of what else is going on, you care about your people.”

He strode away, leaving Roran looking down into the basin, staring at what he could have sworn was where the aether stone had landed, but now there was no sign of it.

He could not just abandon it, could he? He had to find it. Protect it, even.

Maybe that was how he would help his people.
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Roran was exhausted from being down in the basin, running from the creatures, and then climbing back up to talk to his father. He needed nothing more than to sleep, but he believed what he had seen, and he didn’t know if there was going to be any way that he could ensure that the aether stone was safe. What if those strange creatures had gotten back to it and dragged it away?

Now he couldn’t help but feel as if he had to at least go take a look.

But would it be better to do it in the daylight? Or was it better to just deal with this now?

From here, it was an easier climb down in the basin. Stairs cut into the stone made it so that he could descend much more easily than he had come up. And in the darkness, he would be able to make out the glow of the aether stone, unlike during the day. Assuming he could even still see it.

As he debated with himself, he realized there really was no debate. What choice did he have? He needed to climb back down. If this was an aether stone and there were creatures trying to take it, then he needed to know.

But he didn’t have to do it unarmed.

Roran hurried over to the training ground, grabbed one of the swords, and then headed around the walls of the school while staying in the shadows. Doing so reminded him of what it had been like when he had been feeling the shadows around him, as if they were something living.

His voidheart ability.

That thought kept him coming back to him. If he was a voidheart, did that mean he could somehow wield the shadows? That he could control them? The idea that he could didn’t seem all that bad.

He would have to try to understand what that meant for him, but seeing as how everybody said the first step in being able to use a celestial ability was knowing the power—what it meant to be an initiate—it didn’t seem as if that was the kind of thing he needed to avoid. In fact, it felt like that was exactly the sort of thing he needed to be doing.

As he reached the stairs, he heard voices behind him. Thinking somebody had seen him, he hurriedly scrambled down the stairs until he reached a point below the ridgeline, and then he climbed down as quickly as he could.

His legs were sore from all the climbing he’d already done, but he didn’t have to go hand over hand the way he had when he’d climbed down and then back up. Besides, Roran had made this climb enough times that it should be relatively easy for him, and he didn’t have to worry about falling. The railings made it simple enough, especially as they switched back and forth down the mountainside.

Roran moved quickly, partly because he didn’t want to linger any longer, and partly because he knew that the excitement of heading back into the basin might be short-lived. Eventually, he was going to be too worn out.

As he reached the basin floor, he noticed a difference around him. When he had been down here before, there had been a sense of cold, as well as darkness, but both were gone. The moon was high, sending full bands of silver light along the ground. A bit of warmth lingered in the air, which was not unusual considering what the stormvoices and frostforges did.

He hurried along the familiar paths until he reached a section that reminded him of where he had branched off, then headed into the deep grasses of the basin and out into the open land.

It was wilder in here. Some thornbushes snagged at his clothing, and he had to shake them off. An occasional vine tripped him, and at one point he stumbled, sprawling forward, before getting back to his feet and fearing that he had made too much noise. Rocks created natural boundaries, and the landscape undulated, dipping down into little ravines before picking back up. All throughout, the breeze blew through the scattered trees, leaving branches swaying.

By the time he finally saw the faint light in the distance, he was even more exhausted.

Why hadn’t he been able to see it from above?

That seemed surprising. He would’ve expected that there should have been some way for him to have seen the glow from a distance, especially because as he got closer, he could more and more easily make out the aether stone.

He stepped toward the aether stone, felt the warmth it carried as well as some sort of strange pulsation from it, and he was drawn in by it.

“Don’t get too close to that,” a voice said from behind him. It was accented, but he understood the words.

Roran spun.

A dark-haired man stood with his hand near the hilt of a blade. He had on a dark blue cloak, or maybe silver, as it was difficult to tell in the moonlight. It was also difficult to tell with the peculiar currents of energy that came off the aether stone.

There was another person with him. A woman, maybe in her early twenties, with flaming red hair, pale skin, and eyes that seemed to be almost a vibrant orange.

“Where are you from?” Roran asked. Everything told him that these people were not from the basin. For one, they were not dressed like people from the area, and for another, the swords they carried had an unusual curve to them, and seemed as if they almost glowed in the moonlight.

“He’s a local,” the woman said to the man. She had the same accent as him, though her voice was soft, but still forceful. “They know about these?”

“About aether stones?” Roran asked, feeling incredulous. “Of course we know about aether stones.”

“They’re primitive,” the man said, still looking at the woman.

“What do we need to do? Neutralize him?” She flicked her gaze around. “If there’s one, there probably are others.”

“I’d hate to have to neutralize him,” the man said, letting out a groan. “But we can’t have anybody follow us.”

“There are others coming.” Roran reached for the hilt of his sword, wishing he had trained more with Master Matthew. If he were honest with himself, what he really wished was that he had better control over his nascent celestial ability. He had seen what it had done to those creatures, and if he could harm those things—and, he had to admit, harm some of the people from the fortress—it seemed as if there should be something more that he could do to others with celestial abilities.

“I haven’t detected anything,” the woman said. “If they’re here, they have a way of shielding themselves.”

“Or they have already been neutralized by the Sky Hunter,” the man said. “The Scavengers had gotten here first, but something scared them off.”

“Scavengers?” Roran asked.

Were those the creatures he had encountered?

“Well, let’s get it over with,” the woman said. “We need to deal with this, and then we can get back. I don’t like being this far away. I feel…” She shivered.

The man turned to Roran. “Sorry about this. I don’t mean any harm to you, but…” He unsheathed his blade.

Roran reacted by doing the same. He knew he was not going to be this man’s equal. There was no way that some outsider had reached the basin and didn’t have skill.

But he was not going to go down easily.

He shifted into one of Master Matthew’s forms, readying himself and feeling thankful that he had thought to grab a sword before heading down here. Had he come as he had previously, he would’ve been unarmed and unprepared.

“All right,” the man said, a hint of a smile curling his lips. “I like this. A bit of a challenge, if you will? At least that gives you honor.” He glanced to the woman. “Make sure nothing else comes. See if any others were heading this way. We really don’t want to neutralize too many. Too many questions.”

“And if we find Scavengers?”

“Pray that we don’t,” he said, and the woman ran off.

The man turned to Roran. His blade had a thicker end near the curved point, and Roran could tell there was power to it. His own blade was simple. Plain steel, straight, and probably had gone through several generations of people at the school.

The man glanced down at Roran’s sword, and his smile grew wider. “I’m sorry. This is going to be unpleasant. For you, not for me. Well, maybe for me as well. I don’t like dispatching primitives like you.”

He lunged.

Roran braced the way that Master Matthew had taught him, by holding up the sword. Then something changed for him. He wasn’t exactly sure what, but an explosion washed outward from his body.

Some of that cold that had been balled up deep inside of him exploded, carried out through the sword. It slammed into the man, who was thrown backward.

A different sort of coldness engulfed Roran.

And he noticed something else. The aether stone had gone dark.


Chapter
Seventeen



Roran didn’t know how to react, didn’t know if there was anything else that he needed to do, because he could feel a strange sense in the air. It was almost as if there was still some of that energy that reminded him of an electrical storm, the same way there had been before.

He moved back, getting closer to the now-darkened aether stone, all his senses on edge.

“Tiveran?” the woman’s voice called out, cutting through the silence of the night.

The darkness still lingered, though now it was more like a cloud around Roran.

Slowly, he noticed something else. The aether stone was starting to glow just a little bit, but more and more with every passing moment.

“I’m here,” the man replied. “It seems as if maybe it is not so primitive as I thought.”

“What just happened?” she asked.

“Something I’ve not seen before. Be careful, Lunal, because I don’t know what might happen to you.”

The voidheart ability. That had been what had helped Roran.

For every bit that his mother had made it seem like he was somehow cursed by this power, it had actually helped. How, though?

“Don’t get any closer,” Roran said. He held his sword outstretched.

“What’s your name, boy?” Tiveran asked.

“Now you want my name? Weren’t you just going to eliminate me?”

“I think we said neutralize. Didn’t we say neutralize?”

“Well, it’s the same,” Lunal said. Her voice now sounded as if she were behind Roran.

He didn’t move, though.

Tiveran was a threat, though he suspected that Lunal was, as well. Roran shifted his stance, trying to see if he could catch a glimpse of both of them at the same time, but from where he was standing, it was proving difficult to do.

“That was before,” Tiveran said.

“Before I was able to knock you back?” Roran asked with a scoff.

Tiveran laughed. “Well, pretty much. I’ve not seen anything quite like that. We thought your area was pretty primitive. Mostly fire and wind and a little bit of ice. But that’s not what you have.”

The darkness around him was fading gradually, doing so in a strange way. He had thought that it was tied to some celestial ability around him, but maybe it was not. Something was pushing on that darkness, as if it were squeezing it.

What if it was Lunal? He had seen her pale light, and he suspected that she had some aspect of the flameheart ability, even if it looked a little different than what he had seen from those in the basin. Even Tiveran might have something along that line, though Roran wasn’t quite sure. He couldn’t tell, and the fact that he couldn’t had him somewhat troubled by what was going on here.

What if they triggered his ability? What would happen to him, and better yet, what would happen to them?

Considering the way they were talking, Roran wasn’t exactly sure that was a bad thing. Maybe having his voidheart ability might be useful here.

The hard part was that whenever Roran had used his ability in the past, however inadvertently, he had done so without any level of control, and he still didn’t think there was any way for him to do it usefully. If there was any utility to his voidheart ability, he would need to have some control over it.

As he looked from one person to the other, his heart hammered. His mouth was dry. And the cold… That cold seemed to be all-encompassing. It seemed to be too much for him. He tried to ignore it, but it was all there within him.

“Let me know when,” Lunal said.

“Take a moment,” Tiveran said. “I’m trying to decide if what is going on here is what it seems to be. There is something here that I’ve seen before, I think.”

He had seen it before? Which part of it?

The cold continued to build.

It was like something within him was squeezing, some burst of cold that continued to intensify—like a frostforge had gripped his heart. There was nothing Roran could do about it, so he tried to ignore that discomfort.

Lunal took a step toward him.

Roran shuffled back, and then that cold exploded.

There was no other way to describe it. He had felt that before. Maybe not the cold so much, but he had felt that explosion of energy before when he had unintentionally caused disruptions with power. In this case, with what he felt, he couldn’t help but think that there was some significant explosion of power, and much more than he would’ve expected.

Shadows rippled away from him in a band, and Tiveran grunted. It was followed by another cry, this time from Lunal.

Roran stumbled, but he braced himself, trying to keep from falling toward them or, worse, hitting his head and blacking out. The movement forced him to jump backward a few steps, somewhat uncontrollably.

When he did, he accidentally touched the aether stone.

The stone was both cold and hot, a strange dichotomy. Maybe it was so hot that it was cold, or maybe it was so cold that it was hot.

It began to shrink, growing brighter and brighter as it did, until it was little more than the size of his palm.

He collapsed to his knees and sat there, looking down at it.

Roran had drained an aether stone. It was the one thing that everybody in the fortress had feared him doing.

His mother had been right.

“What… just happened?” Lunal said.

“I told you he’s got some ability I’ve not seen before.” Tiveran strode forward. He’d sheathed his sword, and he looked over to Roran. “I don’t intend to neutralize you any longer, boy. I would just like to know more about you and what you did.” He gestured to Lunal. “We were going to move it, but I’ve never seen anyone compress it quite like that.”

“You were going to move it?” Roran asked.

“Extricate some of its power,” Tiveran said.

Roran’s mind struggled to keep up with what was happening. “You were going to make an elixir?”

The aether stone still glowed. Roran was tempted to touch it, but he feared doing so. Would it be easier or harder to lift now that it was smaller? His sister had always talked about the weight of a celestial shard, and even in small forms, they were dense. Maybe they were wrong about celestial shards. Maybe they were just aether stones that had been compressed in some way. If that were the case, could they be expanded, then?

Those were questions that Roran doubted he would ever have answers to.

“Elixir?” Tiveran said. “Well, I suppose you might call it an elixir. Something like that. We make…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. But you did something with it I’ve not seen before. You could be of use to us.”

“Tiveran,” Lunal said.

“How did you intend to move the stone?” Roran asked.

Tiveran looked over and shrugged. “You simply move it. You have to withdraw some of the energy in it, otherwise it weighs too much. But you can replace that.”

What? None of that made sense.

“If the boy can do it without withdrawing it, moving it the way that he moves it, shouldn’t we try that?” Lunal said to Tiveran.

“Move it how who moves it?” Roran asked.

Tiveran took another step toward him, still holding his hands up as if surrendering, or as though he was just simply trying to make it look like he was not a threat. He glanced past Roran and nodded to Lunal. “Get out here.”

Lunal took a few steps into the clearing, and her gaze darted down to the aether stone, before up to Roran. “He did what they do. Does that mean⁠—”

Tiveran shook his head. “No. That’s not what they do. They compress it, but they don’t leave it burning.”

“Who are you talking about?” Roran asked.

“Sky Hunters,” Tiveran said. “We were following them. Well, we were following this, and then we ended up following them, but we always have to deal with Scavengers because they usually run ahead. The blasted Scavengers always make it difficult because they’re like ants. Or maybe bees. You deal with one, and you have a whole hive to get rid of. Surprised you didn’t see them.”

“Creatures that can control stone?”

“Guess you have seen them. And you survived?” Tiveran shook his head. “What am I saying? You obviously survived. Plus, seeing how you did what you did, that probably has something to do with it.”

“I didn’t mean to damage it,” Roran said. “It’s valuable to my people.”

That is, assuming that anybody would believe that he had found an aether stone. The fact that even his father—a Seeker—hadn’t believed him, though, made Roran unsure how he was going to be able to convince anybody of anything.

“Oh, I don’t think you damaged it,” Tiveran said. “You changed it, and to be honest, I have no idea how you did it, but if you change it once, you can probably change it again. The better question is, what’s your little secret?”

“They called me a voidheart,” Roran said.

Tiveran frowned. Roran hoped that maybe the man would know something, because if anybody would know more about what it was that he was able to do and how he was able to do it, wouldn’t it be these strange outsiders who clearly were better equipped to understand this power?

Lunal looked confused, and she glanced over to Tiveran, who remained quiet.

“You said voidheart?” Tiveran finally asked.

“That’s what they told me,” Roran said.

Lunal continued watching Tiveran. “What does this mean?”

“It means more than I would’ve expected,” Tiveran said. He paused, tilting his head and listening.

Roran wasn’t sure what Tiveran was listening to, until the familiar sound of stone scraping against stone came to him.

The Scavengers had returned.
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Panic began to set in Roran. He had managed to escape the Scavengers when they had come after him, but that had been through luck, not skill. And out here, out in the open, there was no rock to climb to escape from them.

But surprisingly, neither Lunal nor Tiveran reacted, as if they were unconcerned.

“Aren’t you worried about them?” Roran asked.

Lunal flicked her gaze over and then shrugged. “We only get worried when there are too many to handle.”

“How many is too many to handle?”

He had been attacked by four or five of them, and that had seemed to be too many.

“Depends on what talents they have,” Tiveran said. “Not all the Scavengers have the same abilities, much like not all people have the same abilities. Most of them can’t control anything they’ve been gifted, though they have been getting better lately.” There was a hint of concern in his tone.

“They’ve been getting better?” Roran asked. The sound of scraping stone intensified. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to be here when the Scavengers got here.

Tiveran waved his hand. “Like I said, it’s nothing for you to be alarmed about. These Scavengers are just the forerunners. They’re sort of mindless, following power like that. It’s what follows that we have to be careful with.”

“That being the Sky Hunter,” Roran said. He was starting to get a better sense of all of this, even if he wasn’t entirely sure that he understood much of it.

“Exactly,” Tiveran said. He glanced down at the glowing aether stone. “Let’s grab it, and let’s get moving.”

“What about him?” Lunal asked.

Tiveran looked over to Roran, seeming uncertain of what he wanted to do. “He’s going to have to come with us. At least until we figure out what we’re going to do with the stone. Can’t leave it like that. Not with what we need of it.”

“I’m not coming with you,” Roran said.

“Then you need to undo whatever you did here,” Tiveran said, gesturing toward the aether stone. “And you need to do it quickly, because we aren’t going to have a lot of time left until these things get to us.”

Roran quickly dismissed the question that came to him about why they were not concerned about these strange, horrifying creatures that had nearly caught him before. Instead he focused on the request they had for him—one that he didn’t have an answer to.

“I don’t know how to undo it,” Roran said. “I didn’t do anything intentionally. It just sort of happened.”

Lunal glanced over to Tiveran, and there was a look of either concern or agitation in her eyes. Maybe it was a mixture of both. There was also another element to it that Roran couldn’t quite place.

“We can’t leave him here,” Tiveran said. “Not if that’s the case.”

“He can’t come back with us. We can’t bring somebody so primitive with us,” Lunal said.

Tiveran barked out a laugh. “Well, I would’ve agreed with you until he did that,” he said, pointing to the stone. “I’m not even sure we can refer to them as primitive. Not after what he did. So keep him with you, and keep it safe.”

“What about you?” Lunal said.

“Oh, I’m just going to deal with a few of these. Maybe slow them down a little bit. We need to deter them.”

“And if he’s with them?” she asked.

“He won’t be.”

“But if he is?”

Tiveran shook his head. “You don’t have to worry about that, Lunal. He’s not going to be with them. Not so soon. It takes him longer to get to us.”

This had to be about the Sky Hunter that they were worried about.

Lunal turned to Roran. “Time to⁠—”

She didn’t have a chance to finish. There was another scraping sound, and then five creatures were coming at them. They looked humanoid, at least from a distance, but now that they were closer to him, and in the light of the aether stone, Roran could tell that there was something quite alien about them. Not just in their features, but in the way they moved. He hadn’t noticed at first, but their movements were erratic and almost painful to watch, and that was where the scraping sounds came from. It wasn’t just from the way they walked or how their feet hit the ground, but it seemed to come from their joints, from the physical act of moving. As though the crackling of stone came from inside them.

Tiveran and Lunal readied their blades.

Even Roran did the same, but felt foolish doing so. He didn’t know how to handle anything like this.

But maybe he didn’t need to.

Tiveran started forward, his movements quick and efficient and powerful. He swept his sword in an arc, a tight band of white light working from him and out into the blade. The man had to be a flameheart, but not any kind of flameheart Roran had ever seen before. And though Steran had claimed that he could focus with a sword, Roran had never seen his brother do anything quite like that.

The flameheart power spilled along the surface of his blade, and he carved through one of the creatures. It screeched, falling to the ground in pieces the moment Tiveran’s weapon struck it. By the time the man moved on to the next creature, Lunal was there with him.

Her own blade was shaped the same as Tiveran’s, but didn’t have the same pale light along it. It also didn’t seem as if she were radiating a flameheart skill in the same way that Tiveran did. Instead, it felt almost as if her ability was pulsating, some distinct power that emanated from her in a very different fashion than what he saw—and felt—from Tiveran.

There was a flash, and when it cleared, there was nothing left of the creature. Lunal turned, facing the next Scavenger, and there was another flash.

Within moments, all the creatures were dealt with.

Roran had not even needed to do anything.

Here he had thought for a moment that he might’ve been able to match up against somebody like Tiveran. With the strange explosion of Roran’s power, he had at least negated whatever it was that Tiveran could do when they had faced off earlier, but now he realized he wouldn’t have been able to do anything like that.

Tiveran and Lunal used their swords mixed with their celestial abilities.

But how had Roran managed to withstand Tiveran’s attack?

His uncontrolled voidheart gift.

That would have been the only way. And if he didn’t have that, he had no idea what might have happened to him. But then, if he didn’t have that power, he wouldn’t have escaped the Scavengers the very first time, either.

Tiveran tilted his head once everything was done, not even breathing heavily. He listened, as if hearing something in the night that only he could.

“Don’t think we should stay here for long,” he said. “Not going to be safe for us.”

“How many more do you think there are?” Roran asked.

“That was just the first wave,” Tiveran said. “More than I actually expected, to be honest. Figured they would send quite a few out here once they realized what it was, but…” He shook his head and looked over to Roran. “You must’ve delayed that first wave. It’s a good thing that you did. So, maybe we were a little hasty in our decision to try to neutralize you.” He offered a hint of a smile, though it didn’t do anything to make Roran feel any better.

“Scavengers come in waves. The first one is more exploratory. They’re looking to see if there’s anything. They can communicate with the rest of the hive, and they send out other information. From there, the rest follow if it’s of any significance.” He nodded to the aether stone on the ground. “That would attract quite a few of them. And the movement of the Scavengers, in turn, draws in the Sky Hunter.”

“So he doesn’t command them?” Roran asked.

Tiveran shrugged a bit. “Can’t say that he actually commands them or whether they have a shared purpose. Not something that I know all that well. They are drawn to the same sort of power, and the Sky Hunter follows it.”

“Searching for aether stones?”

“That, other relics, and…” Tiveran frowned, tilting his head to the side as if he was hearing something again. He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “We shouldn’t stay here. Not with this, and not now that they have already been drawn here.”

Roran wasn’t sure what he should do. He certainly didn’t want to have anything to do with the Scavengers, and wanted to get away from Tiveran and Lunal. This was all beyond him.

He was barely an initiate, and he doubted that he would be able to use his ability at all like a true initiate. That was nothing compared to what an explorer, or even an adept, would’ve been able to do.

Would they have been able to handle something like this?

Roran had never seen his father or mother fight, but adepts were said to be powerful. His sister certainly had been. But as he looked at Tiveran and Lunal, he wasn’t sure that anybody from the basin had power akin to what they did.

“How advanced are you?” Roran asked. He felt ridiculous, but he needed to know. It was the kind of thing that would help him understand where he fit here.

Then again, Roran didn’t fit anywhere.

“Did anybody ever teach you that those types of questions are inappropriate?” Tiveran asked with a ghost of a smile.

“I’ve just never seen anybody use power like you do.”

Lunal scoffed. “Because your people are⁠—”

Tiveran cut her off with a sharp look. “Your people know flame, storm, and ice, right?”

“And earth,” Roran said.

“Strange,” Tiveran said, scratching his chin, “but now is not really the time or place to have this conversation. Though I would love to stand around and debate the benefits of the celestial powers, I don’t think we should be worried about that.” He smiled tightly. “So. How about this: Let’s get the stone someplace safe, and once we do, then we can talk about everything. And we need you to come with us, boy. I know you have no interest in doing so, but until we have a better idea about how to expand the stone again, we need to keep you with us.”

As Tiveran looked at him, a thought occurred to Roran. He hadn’t wanted to leave the basin, but maybe he had always been meant to. The people around him had not really been all that pleased with the fact that he was here, anyway.

And considering what he had done—however unintentionally—they may never appreciate him. They may never be willing for him to learn what it was that he could do, and the kind of power that he had.

He shook his head, pushing those thoughts away.

“I’m not sure I can leave the basin,” Roran said.

“We aren’t leaving the basin,” Tiveran said.

Lunal shot him a look.

“We aren’t leaving the basin,” Tiveran repeated. “We don’t have the time to do so, and at this point, there are too many of these blasted Scavengers here, so we aren’t leaving until we figure out why there are so many.”

“Maybe there are always that many in this area,” Lunal suggested.

Roran shook his head. “I’ve never seen them before.”

“Then maybe this isn’t the only stone.” Tiveran frowned. “Well, isn’t that interesting?”

“It’s not the only stone,” Roran confirmed. “There’s one in our fortress.”

“You have a stone in your fortress?”

“Well, that’s what we use for our Shardfall Ceremony, and…” Roran trailed off, realizing he was revealing aspects of what his people did, and how they did it, to these two. He didn’t know anything about them, and increasingly, he couldn’t help but feel as if they were judging him just by looking at him.

But neither of them said anything. They just watched.

“How about we get to a quieter place, secure the stone for now, and then we can figure the rest of this out.” Tiveran spun toward Lunal, sword outstretched. “You take him, and I will deal with the next wave.”

“You’re taking away all my fun,” Lunal said.

“You will get plenty of opportunity. Keep that safe.”

“If it needs to stay safe, then it should be you.”

“True,” he said, “but do you think you can handle the second wave?”

Lunal looked as if she wanted to argue with him, but instead she pointed to the aether stone. “Pick it up.”

Roran blinked. “Me? Aren’t you concerned I’m going to somehow damage it?”

She snorted. “Do you think that anybody could damage a stone?”

“My people certainly think so.”

She laughed. “Well, I told you why.”

Because we are primitive.

And in a way, Roran couldn’t help but wonder if maybe she was not wrong. Maybe they were primitive.

When the scraping sound of stone began again, Roran wondered if perhaps the primitive nature of their people might not be better.

At least that way they didn’t have to deal with this.


Chapter
Nineteen



Roran crouched in front of the aether stone. The only time he had ever touched one intentionally had been after taking the celestial elixir, when he had intended to obtain his ability. At that point, the world had been filled with possibilities.

Of course, Roran had been close to the aether stone more than that time. He thought about when he had snuck toward the stone when he was younger, when he had thought that maybe he would try to touch it, just as a test, and more as a curiosity about whether or not there would be anything that he could learn from it. He hadn’t really expected to find anything, and at the time, he had not. There had just been heat. And he supposed he should have known that there would be.

But now he felt something else.

The stone had reacted to him. It hadn’t been drained of power.

His voidheart ability affected the aether stone, but it didn’t destroy it the way that his family had worried about. Not that he would be able to convince them of that. He doubted that anybody would believe him that he would not—or maybe could not even—damage one.

“Come on,” Lunal said.

He looked up, and then he realized that the scraping he had been hearing now sounded closer, louder, and maybe a bit more urgent.

“It’s not just them,” Tiveran said.

“What?” Lunal said.

“It’s not just them. It’s him.”

“Then you can’t send us away,” she said.

Tiveran shook his head. “No. I can’t have you here. You and I both know he cannot get this.”

“But, Tiveran⁠—”

He held his hand up. “We both know the truth here, Lunal. We cannot allow this to get into his hands. So go.”

She bit back an argument and just seemed to hold on to her frustration, while keeping her blade in hand.

“You’re going to have to touch it, boy,” Tiveran said to Roran. “You’re not going to damage it. That’s not how it works.”

Roran had no idea how it worked, but the idea that he could do something that would cause a problem left him worried about the possibility. “What if it does?”

“Well, if it does, then it does.”

Tiveran didn’t seem at all concerned. That, more than everything else Roran had seen, surprised him.

Roran hesitantly reached for the stone and felt the warmth radiating from it. The warmth was familiar, even comforting, and as he grabbed the stone, he wasn’t sure if it would be possible for him to lift it.

The light inside the stone didn’t dim. Nothing changed.

At least, not at first.

Then, slowly, the heat began to dissipate. The light within it began to fade.

He jerked his hand back.

“No time for that,” Tiveran said.

“Just take it,” Lunal hissed.

Roran shook his head. “You saw what happened.”

“I saw what happened, but look at it now,” she said. “Just take it. Please. We have to get out of here. If this is Gravik, then we need to go.”

Gravik must be the Sky Hunter. And he was well-known enough to them that Lunal feared him.

“What would he do to us?” Roran asked.

“Besides carve through us to take that? And maybe you? Whatever he wants,” she said.

Roran grabbed the stone again. As soon as he took it, the light began to dim again. The energy seemed to sputter but didn’t fade completely. It just dimmed considerably.

Lunal grabbed his arm and pulled on him. They headed away from the clearing where the aether stone had been found, and they reached a pile of rock that they started to climb.

“You said you know these lands?” she asked.

“I know most of the basin,” Roran replied.

“We need to find a place that we can secure. Do you know anywhere like that?”

“How do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” Lunal snapped. “Someplace where they won’t easily be able to reach us. I’d like to be somewhere that can be defended if possible.”

“There are some caves along the rock wall.”

“That would work,” she said. “How easy are they to get to?”

“Not easy,” Roran said. “The caves are set up about thirty to forty feet high along the rock. They’re difficult for anybody to reach. I don’t know how you’d be able to do it. You don’t have experience in the basin.”

She shot him a look dripping with amusement. “You don’t know how I would do? I think I’m more concerned about how you would do.”

“I have experience out here.”

And his experience was different than others within the basin, even. His sister had seen to that. Many people could climb, as it was something they did to pass the time, but very few did so the way that Mirael had wanted him to be capable of. So he didn’t know. Would she be able to climb up it?

But then, his sister had been a flameheart, and with her ability, she managed to scale the walls rapidly. Maybe someone like Lunal, with whatever gift she had, would not be limited when attempting to climb the rock.

Regardless, there was no reason to think about that until they reached it.

They raced forward. At one point, Roran thought he heard the sound of stones scraping, but it was distant from where they were. When he said something about it, Lunal shook her head.

“It’s good that you can hear the Scavengers. Not all can.”

“How could you not? It sounds like stone breaking.”

“Sort of,” she said. “It’s sort of how they are made, though. And you have to learn to deal with them. Or maybe not. When this is over, maybe you don’t want to deal with them.”

At this point, he didn’t want to have anything to do with this. He had thought about what it might be like to go beyond the basin. His sister had talked about it often enough, had told him that there was more out there, but this was even more than he could imagine. Maybe Mirael had not known or could not have fathomed just what was found beyond.

Or maybe she had. Maybe she had been ready.

That sound persisted, getting louder and louder.

“I think they’re getting closer,” he said.

“Oh, almost certainly,” Lunal said. “I don’t think you have to worry. Tiveran is going to handle the second wave. You have to give it time.”

Roran ran, keeping the aether stone gripped in his hand, the weight surprisingly easy to hold. Given how impossibly heavy they were supposed to be, he had expected the same, but it was almost as if him touching it and dimming its power permitted him a much easier way of moving it. He feared letting it slip out of his grasp and losing it. Every so often, Lunal would look in his direction, as if she were thinking the very same thing. And undoubtedly she was.

“I’m not going to drop it,” Roran said.

“I’m not worried about that,” she said, but her tone suggested otherwise.

Then the sound of scratching stones came from in front of them.

Roran skidded to a stop. The noise was close. Loud.

“Be careful,” she said. “Stay by me.”

“What happens if there are too many of them for you?” he asked.

“I can easily handle about five of them on my own.” There was no arrogance in the way she said it. “But if they come with more…”

“Because I’m carrying the stone?”

“Yeah. Pretty much,” she said.

Lunal withdrew her blade, and a pale light began to work along its length. From the glow of her sword, Roran could make out that there had to be seven of the strange-looking Scavengers. They were moving toward him on all fours, but one of them stood and began to make an eerie clicking sound.

“You said you could handle five,” Roran said.

“Easily handle,” she said. “So this is going to require something else.”

She held her blade up in front of her. The moment she did, the creatures streamed toward them. They moved quickly, that odd sound coming from one of the Scavengers as it lunged at them, and Roran felt panic surging within him.

That was not all, though.

Something within him balled up, and it seemed as if the cold heat from inside the aether stone worked its way through him, and caused that cold to consolidate. Then shadows streaked out from him.

Lunal’s light faded and sputtered as the shadows slammed into the stone forms of the Scavengers. Once that shadowy energy cleared, none of the Scavengers remained. Roran sucked in a breath. He could scarcely move. The cold still lingered within him, but he felt exhausted as well.

“That you?” Lunal asked, seemingly more curious than irritated with him.

“Sorry,” he said, and now he was having a hard time even staying awake. “I think the stone reacted.”

“The stone shouldn’t react to you.”

“I…”

He sagged to his knees.

He had lost control again. It had happened before, but he had never felt this kind of weakness wash over him. Was it because he was somehow draining the aether stone? If so, using it like that, using it here, might be dangerous, and it might be too destructive. But if it was the only way for him to live…

If it was the only way, he still wasn’t sure it was the right way. Especially if it drained the stone.

“You have to keep moving,” Lunal said.

“Take the stone,” he said, trying to hand it over to her.

“Can’t do that.”

“Why? You can take it. You were coming for it.”

“Not me. Tiveran. I’m not able to get that close to them.”

He looked up at her. She was standing next to him, her sword still in hand, and now she seemed to be glowing a little once again. He wondered what type of power she had, not just what level she was, because there was something quite lovely about the way she was glowing, but there was also something quite dangerous about it as well.

“You have to get moving,” she said again. “There are other Scavengers out here, and if you’ve already weakened yourself, you’re not going to be of much use. And if we get another flood of them, I don’t know that I’m going to be of much use.” She swept her gaze around. “So let’s find that cavern you were talking about.”

Roran forced himself to his feet, concentrating on where they needed to go. In the distance, he could make out the wall of rock. He’d seen that the Scavengers could climb, had felt the power they wielded when they did, but perhaps if they could get into the cave, they might be able to defend themselves better.

And if not…

Roran wasn’t willing to think about what would happen if not.

He looked down at the aether stone. He had to protect it. And he had to avoid destroying it.


Chapter
Twenty



By the time they reached the rock wall, Roran had lost all track of time. He had no idea what time it was or how long they’d been walking, only that they had been moving for what seemed like an eternity. He could still feel that odd sense of cold inside of him, and none of the shadows that had swirled around him when he had attacked the Scavengers were still present.

This expansive rock was sheer, flat, and almost as nearly impossible to climb as the one that his sister had loved to force him to work on. But up this section of the wall, there was really nothing other than these caves. Mirael had never been as intrigued by it, though he wondered if she had learned that there was evidence of ruins inside some of the caves. Once Roran had learned to climb, he had explored all over Casernak Basin. This was just one place.

“We have to climb this?” Lunal asked, looking up the rock. “You said it was difficult. This looks impossible.”

“It’s going to be a challenge,” he said.

“And you can do this?” When she looked over to him, there was curiosity in her eyes, but it was more than just that. It was almost appreciation.

“It’s something we do before we have an opportunity to take the celestial elixir and touch the aether stone,” Roran said.

She shook her head. “Primitive.”

“What’s so primitive about that?”

“So, so much.”

She motioned to Roran. “I’m guessing you can do this even when tired?”

Roran had no idea. One of the things that he had developed in his time climbing was an element of fortitude and conditioning, but he had never climbed after having expended his energy while using what now felt like a celestial ability. Mirael had never had any difficulty, but she had also used her celestial ability when she climbed.

“The key is finding the handholds,” he explained to Lunal.

“You start.”

“What am I supposed to do with the aether stone?”

“You put it in your pocket,” she said, shaking her head. “Honestly, what else do you think you’re supposed to do with it?”

“I didn’t know if it was safe,” Roran said.

“It’s just a celestial relic, so you don’t need to act like it’s something delicate. I mean, the blasted thing fell from the sky.”

He snorted. He supposed that made sense. And it actually made him feel better about how he’d been thinking of his own celestial ability. His family, and his entire fortress village, had made him feel as if he would damage an aether stone. But was that even possible? He could draw on some of that power, but this was something that had fallen from the sky, like Lunal said.

“I don’t have any more answers for you,” she said, “but we need to get up there, and then you’re going to have to figure out how to expand that again. We need it full-sized. But right now, I don’t mind the small size. At least you can move it.”

Roran stuffed the stone into his pocket, and then he approached the wall. He searched for the easiest path up the rock. It was at a slight incline, which made it a little easier to climb, but generally this was a difficult climb even under daylight situations, and ones where he was not exhausted.

The scraping of stone on stone behind him caught his attention, and he knew this wasn’t going to be an easy climb, nor was it going to be under the best of circumstances.

He started up.

The first handhold was easy. Once he got into it, his fingers dug into the rock and gripped it tightly. He surged upward with his feet until he found another handhold, and then began his slow but steady ascent.

The climb was peaceful and relaxing, and tuning out the sounds of the Scavengers around them made it so that he didn’t feel the same panic as he had when he had climbed earlier in the night.

Was it even the same night?

That was hard to believe. So much had happened.

At one point, he hazarded a look down. He hung in place, keeping his feet against the stone and gripping small outcroppings where he could feel the way that the stone pressed into his palms. Lunal was directly below him, taking the same path he had shown her, and every time she grabbed on to a handhold, her fingers glowed slightly.

That wasn’t quite flameheart. It didn’t seem to be stormvoice. What ability did she have?

“Are you going to keep moving, or are you just going to stay there?” she called up to him. “I’m having a hard time. I’m using my… Well, I’m augmenting my climb. I don’t know how you’re just hanging there.”

“Strong fingers,” Roran called down.

She grunted. “Well, get moving.”

He started climbing again. When he had gone another ten feet, he noticed a darkened shape just up and to his right. But he also began to hear something: the cracking sound of stone on stone.

How many Scavengers were there?

“I don’t suppose you can get a count of how many are coming behind us,” Roran said.

Lunal was quiet for a moment, and then there was a brief flare of light. Roran didn’t look down. He didn’t want her light to affect his night vision, as it had taken him quite a bit of time for his eyesight to adjust.

“Can’t see,” she said. “Maybe six.” She groaned, then continued climbing. “I figured Tiveran would’ve taken care of them by now. The fact that there are so many that have gotten past him is a problem.”

She said it casually, but Roran knew there was nothing casual about this problem.

“All right,” he said. “We have a cave up here, but…” He trailed off as he got closer to it.

Beneath him, he could hear the sound of the Scavengers working their way up.

They were fast. Much faster than him.

In a way, it reminded him of how Mirael had climbed. She had scrambled quickly, easily, using her flameheart ability. But now that he thought about it, he wondered if maybe it hadn’t been flameheart. Roran had long suspected that she had gained the stormvoice ability, though his sister had not acknowledged it. As a Seeker, she would’ve been given an opportunity to explore the basin. Mirael could have even come across a celestial shard and purified it without anybody knowing.

She had told him that she didn’t know how it was done, but what if she had? What if she had taken on more than one celestial ability? What if she had stormvoice or earthbound abilities? What if she was even a frostforge?

Roran doubted that last one, at least, but he supposed he couldn’t put it past Mirael to have done something like that, especially with as curious as he knew her to be.

He continued climbing. But as he reached that cave, he noticed something: It was not very deep.

“Higher,” he called down.

“What was wrong with that one?” Lunal yelled up at him.

“It’s not very extensive. I don’t know how easy it’s going to be for us to secure it.”

“You had better be telling me the truth. This had better not be some sort of trick of yours.”

He risked a look down. “What kind of trick would I play on you?”

One of the Scavengers was just beneath Lunal. Roran almost said something to her, but she kicked downward. He tried to warn her not to do so because that was a surefire way to lose stability in her grip, but she didn’t seem to have that issue. She clung to the stone, her fingers still glowing, and her boot struck the Scavenger on top of its bony head. There was another flare of light and then a crackling sound as the Scavenger slid down the rock. He had done something similar, at least in knocking the Scavenger down the wall earlier in the night, but he hadn’t had any control over it.

Roran focused, hurrying upward, scanning the other cave entrances until he found one that he had discovered when he was younger. This one had old ruins in it that Mirael had never explored.

When he reached the lip of the cave, he hastily scrambled in, hoping there weren’t any eagles nesting in this one. He glanced down toward Lunal.

“You should hurry,” he said. “Some of the Scavengers are getting closer to you.”

“I can tell,” Lunal said, her voice tight. “If you could use whatever you can do, that would be nice.”

He looked down the rock wall. He couldn’t feel the cold, he couldn’t see the shadows, so he didn’t know if there was anything he could even do. “I’m afraid of trying,” he said.

“Why?” She had just reached the level of the first cave.

“I don’t have any control over it,” he admitted.

One of the Scavengers was gaining on her, and she had to remove her hand from the stone and push out, as if she were going to try to reach for the creature. When she did, a flicker of white light erupted from her hand. It was not nearly as potent as what he had seen from her before, at least compared to what he had seen coming from her sword, but it still struck the Scavenger. The creature shrieked, and then began to slide down the stone.

Lunal was getting weaker, and there were still five Scavengers on the rock face.

She continued to climb with more urgency in every movement. The brightness in her fingertips had started to fade, and the Scavengers were moving quickly. Soon they would catch her, and then what?

“Are you going to be able to protect us once you get up here?” he asked.

“Don’t talk,” she said, her voice strained.

Roran reached for the aether stone in his pocket, wondering if there might be some way that he could control the power in it but not knowing the technique at all. He wished that he could, and he knew that if there was anything he could do to trigger that ability inside himself and allow him to wield his voidheart connection, he needed to try.

“If this works, you might need to hold on tight,” Roran said.

“What do you think I’m doing?” Lunal said.

“Tight,” he repeated. “Because if this hits you, you might lose whatever grip you have.”

She looked up, a question in her eyes, before she flicked her gaze to either side of her, seemingly taking in the Scavengers scaling the stone much faster than she was. “Do whatever you need to do,” she said.

Roran squeezed the aether stone. He thought about all the lessons he had heard when he was younger. Unsurprisingly, it was the way that his sister had talked to him about what she had done to master her own ability that came back to him over and over, as if that was going to be the secret. She had talked to him about what each ability type needed to do with their skill.

“Flamehearts focus on the heat inside of themselves,” Mirael had said. “If you become a flameheart, you just have to feel the warmth inside you. You have to connect to that. That’s the first step. The secret to initiating understanding, and then connecting. I figure you’ll probably be a flameheart, since everybody else is,” she said, laughing softly. “But if you become a frostforge, supposedly it’s all about drawing on the cold. Feeling it outside of you, and trying to pull it inside.”

“How do you know that?” Roran had asked.

“Because I travel, and because I talk, and because I listen. And then there is the power of the stormvoice, where you feel the energy internally. At least, that’s what they say. They call it connecting to your personal storm. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but if you can connect to your inner storm, then you can use it to connect to the outer storm. So that way, if you have any of those around you, you can link to them. The earthbound feel like power is tied to the way your boots strike the earth, but some say it’s the rhythm of your heartbeat. And still others say that it’s tied to how you feel when you touch the damp soil with your hand.” She shrugged. “Everybody has a different approach. You will find yours.”

But Roran hadn’t. Maybe he could, though.

Emptiness? That didn’t seem to be the key.

When he’d used his voidheart ability before, it had not been emptiness he had been feeling. It had been cold.

Cold and shadow. They were linked in some way.

Gradually, Roran began to feel some of that cold concentrating inside himself. He didn’t have any control over it, but he detected it. His sister had spoken about the frostforges and how they were able to connect to the cold, but this didn’t feel quite like what she had described. Instead, this felt like a ball of cold inside him, and then as he squeezed the aether stone, it seemed as if that cold bloomed outward from him. Then the darkness, the shadows, swirled around him.

He didn’t have control, but maybe he didn’t need it.

The cold and the shadows flowed outward, working down the wall. All of it struck the stone and washed over Lunal before finally hitting the Scavengers. As it did, Roran was aware of some type of resistance when it struck the Scavengers, though he had no idea why that would be. Was he still linked to the shadows in some way?

Then the stone began to crack, and whatever was binding the Scavengers to the wall began to sever. The Scavengers started dropping, one after another after another. They let out the same horrifying shriek each time they fell, and when they landed on the ground, there was a satisfying crash.

What about Lunal?

He had to wait for the darkness to clear, but it didn’t. He saw nothing but the shadows.

Then he heard her grunt.

“A hand would be nice,” she said.

He looked over, realized that she was directly beneath him, and he hadn’t even realized she was there. Roran grabbed her arm, hoisted her up into the cave, and then leaned back against the wall.

“Well,” Lunal said breathlessly. “That was unpleasant.”


Chapter
Twenty-One



Roran stood in the mouth of the cave, looking out. From where he was standing, he could see much of the basin, including all the way out to his school. There were distant, dim lights all throughout the basin from some of the villages. The fortress was the brightest, though it seemed dimmer than usual. Maybe that was because of what he had done, or maybe because of what he felt inside himself.

He glanced over to Lunal, who was sitting back against the irregular, rough wall of the cavern, elbows resting on her thighs, and her breathing slow but steady.

“Thank you,” she finally said. “Not sure I would’ve been able to deal with that.”

“We’re sort of stuck here now, aren’t we?” Roran asked.

She shrugged. “Until I have a chance to recuperate. Or until Tiveran joins us.”

“And if he can’t?”

She shot him a look. “He’s going to join us.”

“I’m not arguing with what he’s going to do,” Roran said, and he realized the reason she must be upset. “Is he your father?”

“My father?” She shook her head and then wiped a hand across her forehead. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, opened them, and looked up at him. “He’s sort of my mentor.”

“But you don’t seem like you have the same abilities.”

“Near enough,” she said. “Not the same, at least not yet. I’m trying to follow his path, but I’m having a hard time mastering his technique.”

“It doesn’t seem like you are. You seem powerful,” Roran said.

“Well, that’s good.” She let out a sigh. “But you know, your people are just⁠—”

“Primitive,” he muttered. “You’ve said that a time or two. I don’t think we’re that primitive. Besides, this primitive person was able to help you, wasn’t he?”

“Sorry. I should stop saying it. Tiveran should, too. I don’t mean primitive in a bad way. Well, I don’t really mean it in a bad way. I just mean that you don’t have a lot of experience with what’s beyond this place, do you?” Lunal asked, and he shook his head. “There’s more out there, but then, you obviously know that. And I guess primitive shouldn’t necessarily be considered a bad thing, because you don’t have to deal with Scavengers or Sky Hunters or the Astralin or…” She threw her hands up. “I suppose all of it. Sometimes I wonder if it might be better to be primitive like this.”

Roran was quiet. His sister had believed that there was more beyond the basin, but she had never made it seem like they were primitive. Just that they were sheltered. It was a little shocking to hear it confirmed, to say the least.

“I’m sorry,” Lunal said. “I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just that everything here is different. Isolated.”

“Your world must be harder, especially because you were willing to neutralize me without even asking any questions,” he said.

“I suppose harder, and maybe just different. We have plenty of experience with people taking their opportunity to hurt each other. Strength matters.” She shrugged. “With strength, you take what you need. Unfortunately. And…”

“So is that what you’re doing here? You’re using your strength to take what you need?”

“I suppose we are. But it’s important. We serve someone, you see. Actually, Tiveran is the one who serves him, and I serve Tiveran, and we collect these relics because they are used to help ensure others are protected.”

“From what?”

“From dangers. Have you ever heard of the Astralin?” Lunal asked.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Well,” she said, closing her eyes. “You know about the celestials, right?”

Roran snorted. “Of course.”

“I don’t want to assume what you do or do not know. But the Astralin are kind of like them. Not quite as powerful, but they want to be. They are gathering power to themselves, continuing to progress, because they want to challenge the celestials. They have others who serve them, sort of like how you—and I suppose me—serve the celestials. The key is becoming strong enough so that you can progress and protect yourself. Eventually, you’re going to have to pick a side. Well, maybe you don’t have to pick a side, but I do. Tiveran does. Others do.” She breathed out. “So primitive isn’t so bad. Primitive is just safe.”

Roran was quiet for a little while as he wondered about that. Was it safe?

Ignorance didn’t mean that they were safe, did it? Not if there were other powers out there in the world.

“How did you know about the aether stone?” Roran asked her.

“We track sky relics,” she said.

“So what are you? Not a Sky Hunter, obviously.”

“We call ourselves something different, but ultimately, the purpose is essentially the same. Don’t tell Tiveran I said that. He gets a little jumpy when I admit that we can be compared to the Sky Hunters.”

“Who do they serve, then?”

She snickered. “That’s just it—they don’t really serve anybody but themselves. Sky Hunters are unique in that they search for power, but they do it because they want to trade it for more. Whether to the Astralin or to those who serve the celestials, it doesn’t matter. That makes them dangerous. And often, it makes them corrupted.”

Lunal got to her feet and then moved to look out over the ledge. She frowned, and Roran joined her and leaned over, following the direction of her gaze. There were no signs of Scavengers, for which he was thankful.

“Looks like we’ve got some time,” she said. “Maybe there’s something about the cavern that’s masking us. Maybe masking the aether stone too. It gives us time, at least. I’m not strong enough to do anything to conceal it myself, and you don’t know enough, I don’t think. So we can rest, recuperate, and then we can hide it from the Scavengers and the Sky Hunters.”

“So your job is to conceal these… sky relics,” he said, choosing her words while still curious about what that meant, “from the Sky Hunters, and you have to keep them away from the Scavengers?”

She nodded. “You’ve pretty much got it.”

“And what else?”

“I’ve told you. We collect them.”

It still was too much for him to fully understand. “How many aether stones do you usually find?”

“I don’t necessarily keep track. They aren’t as uncommon as you think. Maybe here they are, but they shouldn’t be. They fall pretty regularly. Other relics fall as well. You get used to following what you detect. And dealing with it, for that matter.”

“Dealing with it?”

She laughed. “I suppose that’s not the best way of describing it, but you get used to it. You can get used to anything with enough time.”

Roran looked over at her. Lunal wasn’t that much older than him. Maybe only a year or two from the looks of her. When he had first seen her, he had thought that she was quite a bit older, but having been around her and just talking to her, Roran started to feel as if they were similar ages.

“We just have to wait until Tiveran gets here,” she said.

“What happens if he doesn’t come back?”

She was quiet for a long moment. “He’s going to come back. He always comes back.”

“You’ve done this before?”

“Oh, far too many times.”

“And this Gravik?” Roran asked.

“He’s just one of the Sky Hunters, but he’s got a bit of a reputation. Tends to be more violent than most. Most Sky Hunters will just take anything from you if they get the chance, and they won’t cut you down. Gravik, on the other hand, seems to like that. He also seems to prefer to trade with the Astralin. Makes him more dangerous.”

Somebody like that was not anyone Roran wanted to deal with, if he could avoid it.

“What level is Gravik?” He didn’t ask about Tiveran, but this was an indirect way of doing so.

“Voyager,” she said, her voice soft.

Roran blinked. He had never even heard of that level. “How high is that?”

“Your people must call yourselves what when you first start? Initiate? That’s got to be what our children start as.”

“Children?”

Lunal nodded. “Right. When you first start learning how to do your thing. Initiate. My people are initiates from about the age of five until about eight, and then you progress to explorer level. Most people are there for a couple of years until they reach adept level, but getting above adept level starts to involve some access to resources. And a mentor,” she added, as if that meant everything, “more so than anything else.”

“So you were initiate when you were just a child?” Roran asked.

For he and his people, the Shardfall Ceremony took place when they were sixteen.

“Right. Otherwise, how are you going to bond to your power?” She sounded almost incredulous as she said it. “Anyway. From what I’ve seen of you, you have to be probably on the low level of adept, though I would’ve expected more control over whatever it is that you do.”

“No. Initiate,” Roran admitted.

She blinked. “You can’t be initiate.”

“I just gained this power.”

“What do you mean you just gained it?” Lunal asked.

“We don’t even get an opportunity to touch that power until we are… well, until we’re sixteen.”

“Why in the Sacred Skies would you not have an opportunity to do that before then?”

“It’s just how things have been done,” Roran said.

She was quiet for a long moment. “That explains an awful lot.”

“Does it?”

She grunted. “No. It really doesn’t. Well, at least I don’t have to feel so bad now.”

“About what?”

“About calling you primitive. Because what you’re describing is primitive.”


Chapter
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“If you really are initiate, then what you were wielding was significant,” Lunal said. “It might be a little wild, and it might be drawn through the stone, but it’s still potent. And that’s going to drain a lot from you. It’s surprising that you didn’t just burn yourself out.” She shook her head. “With the kind of power you were drawing on…”

Roran’s eyes widened. “I could burn myself out?”

“At initiate level? Of course you can. Haven’t you ever seen it happen?”

“No.”

“Then consider yourself lucky. It happens from time to time. People get a little too excited, and… Well, maybe there’s something to be said about being a little older before you have an opportunity to start using that power. It might be better that you aren’t rushing into it. When I was younger, first given my gift, I was eager. I’m not going to deny it. I wanted to see if I could do something, and I wanted to try to make sense of what I was given so that I could master an element of it. The sooner you master base control, the easier it is to move to explorer level. Assuming you have the necessary materials to do so.”

Roran knew a bit about the progression stages and what it took for somebody to move from initiate to explorer, but in his experience, it involved drinking additional celestial elixir to strengthen a person. It was a steady process that was honed through training at school.

Not only that, but there was an element of control required. And considering what his parents had wanted for him, he had quickly come to learn that he was never going to gain the necessary control to be able to do anything more, so he was never going to be given the opportunity to progress like that.

“Resting is the quickest way to recover,” Lunal explained. “If there is any ambient energy here—and I’m starting to think there might be, because I think that it is somehow shielding us from the Scavengers and keeping them from picking up on anything around us—then we can take advantage of that energy, which might help you recover. I don’t really know what kind of energy a voidheart like yourself might need. Tiveran seemed to recognize it, but then again, Tiveran knows things. He’s been around, you see.”

Interesting. Roran wondered what the man might know about his ability. He had seemed to know something.

“I haven’t heard of ambient energy,” he said.

Lunal gestured to her surroundings. “It’s just the celestial energy that exists around us. It’s everywhere, and it’s why we have limits to how much we can summon. You use your celestial ability, which drains some of that power, and you have to wait as you draw upon the ambient energy. Some believe that it’s specific to your own celestial ability, but I don’t think that really makes much of a difference, honestly. You just need time. It’s the power that’s all around you. Can you feel it?”

He focused, looking around the cavern. There was a dampness to the air, and maybe a little heaviness that suggested there was some humidity here, but that was about the only thing that he picked up on. When he shook his head, she sighed.

“A shame,” Lunal said. “I can feel some, but it’s subtle, and faint, and I think in time, we both should be able to recuperate. So you rest first, and I will keep a lookout. Besides, I can still wield my ability enough to make a difference if the Scavengers decide to come.”

They took turns resting. Roran was more exhausted than he had realized, and wasn’t sure that he would be able to sleep with what he knew was out there, but Lunal had pointed for him to go deeper into the cavern, back where the roofs would be found. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to rest there, either, but he couldn’t deny that he wanted some sleep, because whatever he’d done so far had certainly taxed him.

Roran crouched down in the nook of the fallen stone ruins at the back of the cave, which were marked with strange writing that he didn’t recognize, and he pulled his knees into his chest. He didn’t fully expect that he would be able to sleep, but surprisingly, sleep did come. It was fitful and a bit uncomfortable because of the hard surface and because he was constantly aware of the fact that he was inside a cave, but he slept anyway.

When he awoke, he felt better.

Lunal sat at the edge of the cave, her legs dangling down over the ledge. “It’s actually kind of peaceful here,” she said. “At least, as long as Scavengers aren’t climbing up the wall.”

“You can rest now,” he said.

“I’m not so sure that I can. I’m also not so sure that I need to.” She shrugged. “Something about this cave is surprising. Maybe you can’t feel it, but I can. There’s a potency here.”

“The ambient energy?”

“Right. That’s what I said. It is actually pretty strong. That’s a good thing, you know. Strength like that, at least. So you have been able to recover a little bit, and we have this ambient energy, and I think with enough time we will be able to deal with whatever else is coming.” She frowned, scratching her chin. “I’ve been giving some thought to your celestial ability. You called it a voidheart. What does it do?”

“Apparently I interrupt other celestial abilities,” Roran replied.

“So it seems, but it’s not perfectly interrupted, is it?” she asked. He shook his head. “I’ve seen a lot of different things before, but I haven’t seen anything like that.”

“Well, my people think I need to suppress it because it’s too dangerous.”

Her eyes widened, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “Suppress it? You know what happens if somebody tries to suppress their celestial ability, don’t you?”

“Not particularly.”

“Well, the problem is that it’s going to continue to build up inside of you, and there will be a high likelihood that you’ll end up just exploding with power.” When his jaw dropped, Lunal laughed. “Oh, I don’t mean literally exploding. Well, maybe I do. It’s possible that you could, depending on what kind of power you have.”

She said it so flippantly that Roran found himself feeling a bit on edge.

“But why would you want to suppress it?” she asked.

“It’s dangerous if I don’t,” he said.

“It’s more dangerous if you don’t control it. Tell me what you have to do to reach it.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never really done so intentionally.”

“Well, you managed to do it to help me get up the wall, so you’re obviously doing something intentionally,” Lunal said.

“It wasn’t on purpose. I just used the aether stone.”

“So you used that to trigger it?” She frowned. “I suppose that might work. Sometimes an external source can activate you internally, but for it to be really helpful for you, and for you to be able to progress, you’re going to need to control it. Everybody has their own particular techniques with how they access what they can do, but some people like to keep them a secret because they think it’s better for them to do that. It’s like they think hiding techniques from each other keeps someone from learning.” She snorted. “It doesn’t make any difference, if you ask me. Power is power. The key is just figuring out what it feels like to you, and using it.”

“I felt like a sense of cold was bottled up inside of me,” Roran said.

“Then use that. Some people try to feel it deep within their bones, some people find that they have to focus on what’s in their mind, but I was taught that I had to find a feeling of emptiness. A lot of people need to find that. You just focus on nothing. Once you find that space, and that place, then you can appreciate the aspect that’s buried inside you.”

“That’s not how it works for us.”

“Really? Well, that’s probably because you don’t have a lot of experience with other methods. There are universal pathways, and that’s what one of the universal pathways teaches. At least, until you find a way to control your pathway.”

That reminded him of what his sister had taught him. “How would I focus on emptiness?” he asked.

“The way that it was described to me was that you have to empty your mind. It’s not exactly easy, but the more you practice at it, the easier it becomes for you. In my case, when I empty my mind, I can see…”

“Light,” Roran said.

She pursed her lips.

He shrugged. “I don’t know what it is that you do, but you can use light in some way. Not like a flameheart, but it’s similar enough.”

“Sure,” she said, shaking her head. “Light. Let’s go with that. I have to summon it, but then I’m able to draw on it. It’s harder at night, of course, but I can still do it. It just takes a little longer.”

“So if I were to summon the emptiness?” Roran asked.

“You have to empty your mind, but you’re not emptying yourself. And it’s not like you’re trying to summon anything. I don’t even know how to describe it, honestly. It’s really going to be better if Tiveran helped you. He’s the one who helped me find my way, and helped others do the same thing.”

Roran stood and tried to empty his mind. Maybe he could gain a measure of control over this.

“Initiate is all about understanding,” Lunal explained, “but you probably know that. And you know that explorer is really about mastering your body as it interacts with your ability. I still don’t understand why your family would want you to suppress it. It’s better just to learn about it, even if it’s dangerous, and explore what you can do. Then you can advance. That’s the whole point of having these abilities.”

“Do any of your people have more than one?” Roran asked.

“It’s rare,” she said. “Usually that involves people finding a way to split some inner part of themselves. That’s considered dangerous. But if your people have a technique that makes it less dangerous…” The way Lunal said it suggested that she would be most curious if that were the case. “Well, be that as it may, I don’t think that’s really the right strategy. Your best bet is to focus on what you have and use it. Because honestly, it has been helpful. We wouldn’t have been able to make it up here without you, and I wonder if we would even have been able to make it out of the other area without you.”

Considering how long he had felt like his ability was not useful, having somebody tell him that it had been was a bit of a surprise. But he couldn’t deny what she was saying. It had helped, hadn’t it? For one, it had been the reason he had survived the Scavengers in the beginning, and for another, it was because of his ability that he had helped fend off the Scavengers when he and Lunal had been running.

“See if you can’t get a little bit of control over it. That’s going to make both of us happier.”

“You said something before about the Sky Hunters being the only ones who could compress the aether stone like this. Are you claiming that I have that power?” he asked.

“I don’t know if you have that power, but generally Sky Hunters—and Gravik in particular—use a combination of techniques to manipulate celestial relics. Honestly, I don’t know how they do it. I think Tiveran knows a little bit, but he doesn’t like to talk about it. So you don’t have to fear that you’re going to be like him. I think the key here, though, is that Tiveran wants you to expand the stone so that we can make sure it’s working the way it’s supposed to, and not corrupted in some manner. That’s the real challenge, and the real concern, I suppose.”

He felt the aether stone in his pocket. A part of him had started to think that Lunal might simply grab the aether stone from him and leave. Now that he was up here, he wasn’t necessarily in any danger. At least, not quite as much danger as he had been while out on the flat expanse of the basin. The Scavengers would have to all come in through the entrance to the cave, and where he was standing, he had a better opportunity to defend himself. Lunal could take the aether stone, and could clearly manage the climb up or down the rock. If she were to do that, she could abandon him, leave him behind and then reunite with Tiveran. They would have the stone, and then they could be on their way.

Instead, she just waited, seeming unconcerned about him having the stone. Tiveran hadn’t, either. They had wanted it. That much was obvious, but it wasn’t the same reverential treatment that his people had with the stone.

It surprised him. And he was curious as to why, and curious as to what more her people, and Tiveran, might know about the aether stone.

He also found himself curious whether they had ever found others.

They clearly had come looking for this one.

But more than that were the questions that he knew his sister would’ve asked. These were people from beyond the basin. These were people who understood power. Who had understanding, and experience, that was far different than what he and his people could claim to know.

Mirael would be upset if he didn’t at least try to find answers. So if nothing else, Roran needed this opportunity.

He could take what he learned, and maybe he could bring that back to his people. His father hadn’t believed him about the aether stone, but maybe if he brought other information back, he would believe.

And for Mirael’s memory, Roran would do that.
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“Look,” Lunal said.

Roran had been resting again. Each time he did, he felt better. It had to be because of the ambient energy that was around him.

He thought about the ruins at the back of the cavern—the same type that his sister had always been curious about—and it left him wondering if maybe there was something to the ruins that he was connecting to, allowing him to draw on power to feel better. It had to be getting close to morning, though it was still dark out. There’d been no sign of the Scavengers, but there had also been no sign of Tiveran. Lunal had assured him that Tiveran would be able to detect their presence and come for them, but when he had taken longer and longer to do so, she had grown increasingly concerned about his absence.

“What am I supposed to look at?” Roran asked. “Is there another wave of Scavengers?”

“No. Look at that,” she said, pointing to the sky.

As he looked up, he saw another shardfall. It was just a bright speck, but it began to streak downward, heading toward the basin, and not terribly far from them. It was rare enough to have one shardfall, and for a second one to happen in the same night seemed impossible.

“That’s what you probably call a celestial shard,” Lunal said.

“How do you know?”

“You do it long enough, and you start to get instinctive with it.”

“We have Seekers,” Roran said. “People who are trained to find them once they’ve fallen, but I don’t know if they have anything intrinsic about them that allows them to be able to pick up on that power.”

She was quiet for a few moments. “That’s unfortunate. I would’ve expected that you would have a little more knowledge of these things. Maybe that is as it should be, though.”

“Why?”

“Just because you are isolated. I hope it stays that way. I hope the Scavengers don’t suddenly become a problem for you. If Tiveran can destroy the waves of Scavengers, maybe they won’t be an issue for you.”

Roran had to hope that was the case as well. If not, then what would his people be able to do about them? Maybe nothing. He wondered how some of the adept-level celestial abilities could fare against them, though.

“Should we go after it?” he asked.

“Why? It’s just a shard.”

“Just?”

Her saying it that way left him far more aware of how different they were than almost anything else she had said.

“Well, shards are pretty common,” Lunal said.

“Not for us,” he said.

He was starting to think that everything here was not nearly as common as it was in her world. Not just the aether stones, but celestial shards. Now that he had seen another shardfall and had access to an aether stone, he could try to make the elixir and gain another type of celestial ability.

But having had the experience that he had in this night—and there was a part of Roran that still had a hard time believing it was only a single night, because it felt like it had been much longer than that—he started to question if perhaps he wanted to better understand what it was that he could do, and not be quite as concerned about anything different.

Why should he fear what he was? Lunal certainly didn’t.

Tiveran hadn’t even been concerned about him, or about him touching the aether stone. In fact, they had both encouraged him to do so.

He wondered whether or not that was intentional, and if there was something they knew about the aether stone that was dangerous to them, but Roran didn’t know if that made much of a difference.

Not yet.

There was also still part of him that was curious about what would happen if he were to find a shard, use it for an elixir, and then mix that with the aether stone.

“I’m going down,” he said to Lunal.

“Not yet. Not until Tiveran comes.”

“He doesn’t even know where we are. There’s been no sign of the Scavengers, right?” he asked, and she shook her head. “And you don’t know where Tiveran is, either, but he has some way of finding you, presumably.”

“He does,” she agreed.

“And maybe the celestial shard isn’t important to you, but it’s important to me.”

She groaned. “You’re going to do this one way or another, aren’t you?”

“Probably,” he said.

“Well, I suppose I’ve gotten enough rest. Even if I didn’t, it’s not going to matter to you, is it?”

He offered a smile. Was she saying that she was going to come with him?

He was willing to go on his own. He didn’t have any control over his voidheart ability, and if he were to come across Scavengers, Roran was going to have to rely on the possibility that the aether stone could help him overpower them, assuming Lunal didn’t try to take the aether stone off him.

But that hadn’t been what she had implied.

“You hunt them at night?” he asked.

She looked over, incredulous. “Are you kidding me?”

“Yes,” he said.

She snorted. “Fine. I deserved that.” She looked over the edge of the cave mouth. “You take the lead. Obviously you’re pretty good at this.”

She made a motion, and he looked down, searching for any sign of the Scavengers. There didn’t seem to be any out there. As before, his gaze drifted to the far end of the basin, toward the school and his home situated along the rock. He could just make out some of the pale light emanating from it, thanks to flamehearts who were active still at this time of night. But he didn’t see much else. He couldn’t feel much else.

“You still haven’t told me why you bothered with this aether stone.”

“Because it was close,” Lunal said, shrugging slightly. “If we had another opportunity, we probably would have gone to that one. I think that we hadn’t realized there was a Sky Hunter so close. At least, I hope Tiveran hadn’t realized that. If he knew, then all of this was his fault.”

“You would’ve just left it to them?”

“It’s not worth the trouble.” She looked over to Roran and then motioned. “If you’re going to climb, then climb.”

“But it’s obviously worth the trouble now.”

“It is now. We are here. But I think that we would have been just as content leaving it alone and avoiding the potential danger. I would’ve chosen that, at least. Tiveran, on the other hand, makes his own choices, and I don’t always agree with him.”

Roran started down the ledge then, not nearly as tired as he had been before, which made it easier for him to climb. He found the cracks almost instinctively, his fingers gripping tightly, his boots sliding into the holds as he worked his way down. Lunal climbed much faster this time, still with the same glowing fingertips that she had before.

Once down on the ground, he saw the broken forms of the Scavengers. There were three of them, though he remembered more of them falling down the mountainside. They were all long and gangly, and as he had believed before, they seemed to be either covered in rock or made from some sort of mobile, flexible type of stone. They were not as humanoid up close.

“Pretty horrifying, aren’t they?” Lunal asked.

“It feels strange to have killed them,” he said.

“You didn’t.”

“My celestial ability did.”

“If you think about it in those terms. But they came after you. Us. And if you hadn’t knocked them off the wall, then they were going to reach you, and there’s no telling what else they would’ve done. Actually, that’s not true. There is absolutely a way of telling what they would’ve done. They would’ve slaughtered you for the stone.” She looked down at them. “They’ll keep coming. They’re Scavengers, and they’re horrible.”

A bit of light began to glow from her again, as if she were summoning some aspect of her celestial ability, but cautious about how much she was drawing on. Roran wondered about that, thinking that maybe she was trying to hold back and wondering why she would do it.

“I can tell you where to go,” she said.

“You can tell?” he asked. When Lunal nodded, he rolled his eyes. “I suppose you’d be a Seeker in my land. Most of them are flamehearts, but I get the feeling that you are not a flameheart.”

“No,” she said, but she didn’t explain further.

They set off, cutting across the land, avoiding some of the trails that went through here, but Roran still had a pretty good idea about where they were going. The grasses were tall, about waist high, and there were occasional flowers that were in bloom, lending their fragrance to the air. A tree nearby shook its thick leaves at them as they passed, and insects buzzed in the early morning.

“Something’s not quite right,” Roran said, feeling something odd.

Lunal looked over at him. “I don’t feel anything.”

“It just feels like tension, I think. I don’t really know. There’s something.” He had been feeling a strange sense ever since he had touched the aether stone, but this was different.

“I don’t feel it,” she said. “But if you do, we need to be careful.”

“You trust me?”

“I trust that you say you feel something. Unless you’re telling me otherwise?” She arched a brow at him.

“No,” he said. “I do.”

“Well, then we should be careful. We have people from where I grew up who can feel relics. I can’t. We can track them well enough, but that’s because we can see them. There are rumors of some who are able to control a falling relic, though I don’t put much stock into that. The celestials obviously can. The Astralin, possibly.”

“You were talking about them before. How would they be able to control that?” Roran asked.

“Don’t know. They progress, the same way that you do. Or I suppose the way that you could. The way all of us do. They are powerful, though.” She was quiet for a few moments. “I probably shouldn’t have told you anything about them, and I imagine that if Tiveran hears me sharing stories about the Astralin, he’s going to be upset.”

“Why would he be upset?”

“Because you’re not coming with us. If word of the Astralin gets out around here, I can only imagine what your people will face.”

“They would come after us because we had heard of them?”

“Wouldn’t be surprising,” she said, and then she shrugged. “But maybe you need to know about that anyway. Might just be beneficial for you, as it would be helpful for you to not be so surprised. Just steer clear. If the Astralin ever make it toward you, or go after your people, you hide.”

“So you can track the shard now,” Roran said.

“I use a way of connecting to some of the heat that’s a part of it, and I can follow that. Why can’t you?”

“I don’t know how to.”

“But you found the other stone,” Lunal said.

“I did, but that’s because I saw it. It was glowing.”

She snorted. “Well. This is going to be glowing as well, though probably not as brightly. And…” She frowned, tipping her head to the side. “It shouldn’t be too far from here if I’m not mistaken. So let’s chase this thing down.”

They kept going, and Roran attempted to see if there was anything he could detect, but there was nothing. He saw no glow, no light, no power. He was aware of nothing other than where she was guiding him. And he suspected that he had to be extra cautious because whatever was out there—and whoever was out there, he had to admit—would still be dangerous. Especially if the Sky Hunter decided to come for that.

“Do the Sky Hunters care anything about shards?” he asked.

“Not really,” she said.

“What about the Scavengers?”

But even as he asked, he began to hear the sound of stone scraping once again. It was the same sort of sound that he had heard when the Scavengers had been near him before, and now that scraping began to intensify.

“I heard them,” Roran said, his voice soft.

Lunal let out a frustrated sigh. “I told you that we were better off staying in the cave.”

“Just point me to the shard, then.”

“Why is it so important to you?”

“Because…”

How could he explain it? He wasn’t going to be able to keep the aether stone. He was certain of that. Tiveran and Lunal wanted it, and he suspected there was no way he would be able to keep it from them if they demanded it. But the shard was something else.

“Because it’s going to be the only thing that I can take away from this, I think. And because I still think I might be able to use it.”

“Still too dangerous,” she muttered. “Unless you have full control. And even then…” She shook her head. “Anyway. I’d rather not shatter myself. Just follow a different path, if needed.”

Still, she guided him forward. When she pointed, he noticed something glowing just up ahead.

It was faint, certainly fainter than the aether stone, and oblong rather than rounded like the stone. He had seen a celestial shard only a few times. Most of the time, the Seekers would come across the shards and return them to one of the schools, where they would be purified. Roran had only rarely had a chance to see one of those, though he had been curious about them, and curious if they were as his sister had claimed.

As they started toward it, the sound of the Scavengers became louder.

“Well,” she said. “I guess we get to fight again. This time it’s your fault.”
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They needed to get to the shard before the Scavengers did. He wasn’t sure how many there were going to be this time, and didn’t know if the voidheart ability would help. But he wanted to reach it first.

“Get going,” Lunal said, motioning to him. “We need to grab it before the Scavengers come. They don’t usually come after things that are so small, but maybe they’re making an exception since you have already grabbed the stone.”

He looked around but didn’t see any movement. He just heard the scraping sound. “Can you tell how many there are?”

“I can’t. Some, like Tiveran, have experience with the Scavengers and can track them easier. I don’t have that same ability, unfortunately. Not that it usually is an issue. We normally get to the stones before the Scavengers present a problem. Having so many waves here is somewhat surprising.”

They scrambled over rocky terrain, eventually sliding down a section of flat rock until Roran could see the shard, and then hurried toward it. Once Roran reached the shard, he paused. It radiated some energy, and the heat within it seemed to be triggering something inside of him.

“What are you waiting for?” Lunal asked.

“Is it… I don’t know. Dangerous?”

He glanced over his shoulder at her. There were ruins here, which he was surprised by. Some of the stone surfaces were in better shape than many of the ruins that were found around the basin, though they were overgrown with vines and grasses.

“Dangerous? I think the only thing that’s dangerous is just how hot the shards can be when they first land. They come from the sky, after all.”

“I realize that,” he said. “Is it going to do anything to me, or to my ability?”

“Any more than the stone would?” She shook her head. “No. You don’t have to worry about it.”

He took a deep breath and then reached for the shard. It was warm, much like she claimed, but not hot. Unlike the aether stone, it didn’t leave him with a strange feeling of both hot and cold. This was just warm. Comforting, as if it was something he had felt before. And in a way, maybe he had. He had taken the celestial elixir, after all, which was purified from shards like this.

“Just hold on to it,” she said to him. “Not that it’s going to do anything for you, but just keep it.”

“What do you mean, it’s not going to do anything for me?”

“There’s a reason we don’t go after shards like that. Well, maybe it will do something for you.” She frowned. “You’re still just an initiate, after all. Maybe not even one.”

“Thanks,” he muttered.

But as he squeezed the shard, he felt the warmth working through it, into him.

All around him, he was still aware of the vague, distant sound of the stone scraping on stone as the Scavengers were moving closer. How much longer did they have before the Scavengers reached them?

If he could control his voidheart ability, it wouldn’t be so bad. Roran wouldn’t have to fear what that meant, and wouldn’t have to fear these creatures coming at him. But even though Lunal had tried to explain the power and what it meant, he didn’t know enough. He couldn’t control it enough.

“When I was younger, my sister used to take me with her. She was a Seeker, and pretty skilled. You would’ve liked her.”

“Primitive?” Lunal asked.

“Maybe, but I have a feeling that she wasn’t as primitive as the rest of us. I think that she knew things. Or she was looking for answers. She always told me that there was more beyond the basin.” He shrugged. “And she tried to tell me that we needed to understand what was out there, and what was beyond. Maybe she was right.”

She smiled. “Maybe? Your sister was right. And maybe you are right that I would get along with her. Where is she?”

“Gone,” he said.

She regarded him, but didn’t say anything for a moment. “I’m sorry. It’s hard. I lost my father when I was younger. He was working with me…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t really matter. But after we lost him, I changed paths. I started working with Tiveran. And now I’m here. So you can find your own way and figure out what’s worthwhile to you. Become useful in the way you want to be.”

“How would I make the shard useful?” Roran asked.

“There are a lot of different ways.” She sounded as if she were talking casually, despite the fact that she now had her sword unsheathed as the Scavengers were getting closer and closer. “Some people will actually do what you described, and they dissolve the shard into particular types of liquid and then consume it. Something is lost at that point, though most people don’t really know that. It’s more a matter of how it’s lost, unfortunately.” She shrugged. “You could try to break it up and swallow it, though depending on what sort of natural ability you have, that might not be fully effective and, in the worst-case scenario, might actually cause more harm than it benefits you. The other option is to simply absorb the power of it, but given that it doesn’t seem like you have much of an understanding of what it is you can do, I’m not sure that absorbing it is going to be all that effective for you, either.”

Roran looked at the shard. It was irregularly shaped and emitted its own internal light, but was otherwise made of what looked to be a grayish stone. Supposedly these celestial shards were broken off of the stars themselves, and while they didn’t have as much power as an aether stone, they were supposed to be nearly as potent.

The scraping of stone on stone persisted. It wasn’t going to be long before the Scavengers got to them. He withdrew his blade, though he wasn’t ready to fight. Until he had a better way of controlling his voidheart ability, he didn’t know that he would be.

A pulse of pale light radiated from Lunal. It washed outward, sweeping beyond her, and then out into the night. When it did, she sucked in a sharp breath.

“There are about a dozen,” she muttered, shaking her head. “See? I told you we should’ve stayed in the caves. I’m not strong enough, even after resting all night. I’m not progressed far enough to be able to do much here.”

“Take the stone, then.”

“It doesn’t work like that for me,” she said, but didn’t explain more. He didn’t know why that would be the case. When he had used the aether stone, it seemed as if some power had simply flooded out of it, and into him.

She looked around. “Well, we either fight or we run, and I’m not so sure that fighting is going to go so well for us. I don’t suppose you know of any other place we can hide?”

Roran looked around too. He didn’t see anywhere to go. This part of Casernak Basin had tall grasses, but no sign of some of the ruins that existed in other parts. Maybe they could find one of those places, though. And if they did, he had to think that perhaps they could use the ruins to protect themselves.

“There might be one of the old ruins up ahead,” he suggested. “Although I don’t know. I was out here with my sister a while ago, but I can’t remember if this part of the basin was like that or not.”

A crackling sound came from Lunal, and there was another pulsation of white light. When it dissipated, Roran saw that her power had struck several incoming Scavengers and forced them away. It hadn’t killed them, though.

She might be rested, but she wasn’t well enough to withstand many more attacks.

“We could fight our way out,” Roran suggested. “Especially if it’s going to give us time.”

He paused as something caught his eye. One of the bursts of light that came from Lunal had illuminated a dark stone shape not far from him. Maybe that would be one of the ruins they could reach, and if they could, he had to believe that he could get them to safety.

The challenge, Roran thought, was that it didn’t necessarily feel like it would be safe. It worried him that perhaps there would be no safety anywhere.

“They have us surrounded,” she said. “So we may just need to give them the stone, as much as I hate to say it. If we do, chances are decent they’ll leave us alone long enough for us to escape. You might even need to give up the shard.”

Giving up the shard and the aether stone?

He didn’t like the idea of abandoning one, let alone both.

“Do we have to?” he asked.

She scoffed. “It wouldn’t be the first time I had to give one up.”

After everything they had been through, now they would have to surrender the aether stone? Roran couldn’t even imagine that, nor could he imagine how willing she seemed to abandon it, as if it didn’t bother her at all.

She continued to pulsate power, but it didn’t seem to be doing as much.

Scavengers were moving closer, and Roran had to help.

Could he somehow use his voidheart ability? But the ability wasn’t something he could command. When it had worked in the past, it had always been unintentional, not anything that Roran had summoned on his own. It had come because of him reacting in some way. Lunal had talked to him about trying to find mental clarity so that he could use it, but that had not been possible for him or come naturally. So Roran didn’t have any idea whether there would be a way for him to do it.

“I think you need to set the items down,” Lunal said. “Not much time left, and I think the numbers are getting to be a little bit much. We can leave them, and…” She glanced over to Roran. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted to hold on to these. I know that it was important to you.”

“It’s just that I thought…”

He took a deep breath. What had he thought?

Maybe it didn’t matter.

He reached into his pocket, pulled out the stone, and then set it on the ground.

But even as he did, he could still feel something linking to him, as if some part of the aether stone had tethered to him in some way. It was as though if he were to move away, the stone would come with him.

And strangely, the warmth stayed.

“I can feel something to it,” he said, looking up at her. “Why can I feel something?”

Another pulse came from Lunal, this one blinding and powerful, but it didn’t do all that much to the Scavengers. As that explosion of light dissipated, she turned to him. “Well, some people can bond to the stones. I wouldn’t have expected you to have done so. That’s normally something that…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Just leave it. We can let the Scavengers have it, and then we can get away.”

There was more urgency in her voice now, and Roran sensed that the Scavengers were more of a challenge than she had anticipated. More powerful, probably. And because of that, it might be that they were in far more trouble than he had known.

More than she was willing to acknowledge, even.

He started backing away from the aether stone. The Scavengers continued to make the strange scratching sound all around them. Everything about it left Roran on edge, and he was not exactly sure if it was just the Scavengers that made him feel that way, or if it was because he still felt as if the aether stone were attempting to pull on him in some manner.

Worse, it remained dim.

He was no longer touching it, but some part of that power seemed as though it were still locked onto him, and perhaps his voidheart ability diminished it.

When he looked over to Lunal, resignation flashed in her eyes.

“Well, crap,” she murmured. “I guess it looks like we’re going to have to fight.”
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Roran had seen Lunal and Tiveran fight before, and he knew that she was obviously skilled. In a way, she was nearly as skilled as her mentor. If Roran were to train with her and Tiveran, he’d probably improve his own skills far more than he had while working with Master Matthew. Maybe to the point where he could actually be formidable, even without having access to any sort of celestial ability.

But now, as she moved, there was something about her entire demeanor that seemed as if it were slowed, and intentional.

Still, she reached the first of the Scavengers, her blade surging with a little bit of light, and she cut through one. She twisted, driving her blade into the next.

Then Roran lost the opportunity to watch as a Scavenger came at him.

He staggered back, bringing his sword up. When he did, he still felt that strange tether to the aether stone in a way that he had not felt before. He didn’t know quite what to make of it, as he didn’t know if it was anything that was going to be dangerous to him or to the aether stone. Some of the cold energy flowed and then slowly began to ease out of the end of his blade.

The sword darkened, and shadows flickered from the tip of it.

They struck the Scavenger, and the creature stumbled back, before collapsing.

Roran needed to take advantage of the darkness lingering inside the blade, and he flicked it once more.

“Careful,” Lunal said.

He looked down at the sword. Had he struck her? That was certainly not his intention.

Another pair of Scavengers came toward him. Matthew had taught him different techniques, but none of them seemed to make sense. Those had been about fighting another person with a celestial ability, someone who was carrying a sword, not a creature that was prowling at him.

But maybe it didn’t even matter. Roran flicked his wrist again, and some more of the shadows drifted away. They didn’t go far, but they followed the movement.

The next Scavenger fell.

Lunal had said there were more than a dozen. Too many. He knew that, and yet he wasn’t sure if there was anything else he could do here.

“I’m sorry that I brought you down here again,” Roran said, pushing—and forcing himself—closer to Lunal.

“It’s not really you,” she said, her words clipped. “Tiveran. This was his choice.”

It was nice of her to say, yet they had been safe inside the cave. They could’ve stayed, but Roran had wanted to get to the celestial shard. So this was his fault.

“Besides, Tiveran has been doing too much of this lately.”

She swept her blade out again, a bit of light carving out from it and scattering some of the Scavengers.

“And what, exactly, have I been doing?”

The voice suddenly surged out of the darkness, and there was a flash of white.

Multiple Scavengers shrieked.

Tiveran cut three of them down, then Lunal slammed into two more. Roran took that opportunity and hoped he still had enough voidheart shadows inside the blade as he drove it into the belly of one of the other Scavengers.

As Tiveran attacked, his power was much more potent than what Lunal possessed. Roran had known that was going to be the case, but seeing it made it so much clearer just what the man was able to do, and how powerful someone like him could be. He attacked with a fury. Light blazed along his blade, and the energy that he emanated was enormous.

Then the fighting was over. Quick. Brutal.

All the Scavengers were down.

Tiveran strode toward them, looking a little weary. “You were just going to leave it for them?” he said, pointing to the aether stone on the ground and turning his attention to Lunal. “Just because they came in numbers?”

“It was more than we could withstand. We had made it to a cave where we were relatively safe, but this one decided he wanted to collect a shard. Apparently shards are valuable to their people.”

“I can see why that would be the case,” Tiveran said.

“Oh? Just because they are⁠—”

“Because the shards are valuable,” he said, cutting her off. He nodded to both of them. “Take them,” he said to Roran while gesturing to the aether stone and the shard. “Then we must get going.”

Roran looked at each of them. Get going?

Which meant they were going beyond the basin. This was what Mirael would’ve wanted, and seeing Tiveran and Lunal gave him a bit of hope that perhaps his sister had managed to get out. Only a little, though. Mirael was powerful. Or had been. And though he believed that she was more capable than she had let on, there was still a part of him that was concerned that she would not have been able to withstand everything that had come, and would not have been able to survive the crossing.

For as much as he wanted to believe that his sister was all-powerful, Roran knew the truth. There were some things that she simply would not have been able to do. And after seeing Tiveran and his skills, Roran understood that it was unlikely that Mirael would’ve been able to handle anything the way that Tiveran had.

“So you are leaving.”

“Yes,” Tiveran said. “We will be leaving your basin. It’s a good thing, I suspect. We need to draw the Scavengers away. I don’t know how much time we have before Gravik makes another run at us. I tried to distract him and redirect him, but I don’t know if that is going to be fully effective. This land is… unusual.”

“If you need to recover, we stayed in some caves not far from here,” Lunal said. “And there was even some ambient essence to recover.”

Tiveran frowned. “Really?”

“I know. I wasn’t expecting it, either. But he knew how to find them,” she said, nodding to Roran.

Tiveran turned to him. “Interesting. I wish that we had more time to understand what’s going on here, but with the number of Scavengers that have begun to push at us, and with Gravik still a threat, I’m afraid there isn’t going to be time. Now let’s separate you from the stone and get on with it.”

“I don’t know how,” Roran said.

“You just have to take control over your ability,” Tiveran said.

“Like I said, I don’t know how.”

“He’s an initiate,” Lunal said.

Tiveran scratched his chin. “This is most odd. Do you know anything about your path?”

“Not particularly,” Roran said.

“I tried to talk to him about that a little bit,” Lunal said, “but he doesn’t know much about that, either.”

A strange pulse of faint yellow light radiated from Tiveran. As before, Roran once again thought that the man had to be some sort of flameheart, but his connection—and his level of ability—was not one that Roran had seen before. It was unusual how he managed to use that power, but there was also something quite fascinating about it.

If he had more time, Roran would ask what Tiveran was doing, mostly because it wasn’t how he had seen anybody from the basin, or any of the instructors in the fortress, using their ability. Even his mother, who was widely regarded as one of the most capable flamehearts in the land, did not use her ability like that. Roran thought Tiveran was a level above his mother, and though he wasn’t exactly sure how that power manifested comparatively, he suspected that there would be something that his mother would benefit from. Which meant that others could benefit from it.

“We’ve got a few moments,” Tiveran said. “Maybe if you can figure out what’s worked for you before, because it obviously has worked for you before”—he arched a brow at Roran—“you might find a way to release this power. You got a hold on it. I suspect that’s all it is.”

“Or a link,” Lunal said.

“Why would you say that?” Tiveran asked.

“Just what he’s described.”

Tiveran shook his head. “He shouldn’t be able to form one. That’s something only the⁠—”

“I know,” Lunal said.

“Only the what?” Roran asked.

“It doesn’t really matter.”

“It matters if it’s something significant. Especially if it’s something that deals with me. So what is it?”

“Only the Astralin,” Tiveran said, “and I’m sure you don’t know anything about them⁠—”

“Lunal told me a bit,” Roran said. “She explained how they have a kind of power, and how they battle with the celestials.”

“Something like that, though you shouldn’t be expected to know about such things. That is beyond you,” Tiveran said. “It’s not quite so simple, but then, maybe it doesn’t need to be. And yes, the Astralin have the ability to directly link to celestial relics like this, but others do as well, so it might just be the unique nature of your ability. Besides, most of the Astralin have to be taught how to do it.”

“Maybe that’s the kind of ability that he has,” Lunal said.

Now Roran had some dangerous ability that was not a celestial one?

“I’m not quite sure that’s true,” Tiveran said. “So let’s focus anyway. Every celestial ability has a path to follow. It’s how you move from one step of progression to the next. The first, and most important, aspect is understanding your ability.”

“I thought it was controlling your power,” Roran said.

“Most believe that, but that’s because most can feel what they have, and so they understand it because some of the power that you are exposed to is common, especially here. Your flamehearts, your stormvoices.”

“Frostforges?”

“Don’t know much about that,” Tiveran said, his brow furrowing. “But common abilities have common pathways. That makes it easy to follow, and makes it so that all you have to do is follow a step that others have taken. Yours involves something that I can’t really guide you on. You’re going to have to find understanding first, and then you can begin to gain control. But understanding is going to be the key to helping you transition from initiate to explorer.”

The fact that he said it like that, with no hesitation, surprised Roran.

Tiveran was the first person who had made it seem like Roran could—and even should—make that transition.

That felt strange.

And in a way, it felt good.

There was another crackling sound, something distant. Tiveran jerked his head around. A pulse of yellow streaked out from him again, faint but also dark enough that Roran could see it easily.

Once it cleared, Tiveran turned back to him and Lunal. “Unfortunately, I think that we need to get going. We don’t have time to dawdle here any longer. They are coming.”

“How many?” she asked.

“Enough that we can’t linger. And maybe we can do something to help his people. We can draw these away.”

“Great,” Lunal muttered. “So now you’re going to have us be chased.”

“I’m not having us do anything,” Tiveran said. “It’s the least we could do for pulling him into all of this. Well, maybe it’s not the least we could do. That would be leaving them be, but I’m not going to do that.”

Roran didn’t know how he felt about them leaving. Conflicted, he supposed. And a little disappointed, if he were honest. Tiveran expressed a willingness to talk to him about what his celestial ability represented, about what he might need to do to master it.

“What about the link that I might have to the aether stone?” Roran asked.

“That would have been too easy,” Tiveran said, looking at the stone. “Well. I’ll be taking the aether stone back with me. Perhaps separating it from you will be all that is necessary. Maybe I don’t have to rely on you having control over it. There are others with more skill than us. So,” he went on, looking over to Lunal. “How about we get going? We’ve been here long enough, and we’ve already dealt with several waves of Scavengers. More than I would’ve expected.”

“I know,” Lunal said. “They came quickly. Shouldn’t we take him with us?”

Tiveran looked over at Roran and seemed to consider. As he did, there was a part of Roran that felt a brief bit of hope and, he couldn’t deny, a desire to go with them. What if he traveled with them? Could he learn control? Could he learn how to wield his celestial ability? Could he learn enough to actually use it?

But it would leave his family broken, and with more questions about what had happened. Even with what he had done, how he had continued to show a disruption of celestial abilities, he wasn’t sure he could do that to his family.

Before he had a chance to answer, Tiveran whipped his head around again. “I feel something coming. It’s him.” The air suddenly sizzled, almost as if he were using a stormvoice ability. “Time for you to go,” he said to Roran. “We will take this stone and get through the mountain pass and out of your basin.”

“He’s already here,” Lunal said.

“It doesn’t matter. We can hold him off.”

“I could help,” Roran said.

Tiveran shook his head. “I doubt it. I don’t say that to be demeaning. Really I don’t, but you don’t have any control. You’d just die.”

With that, he gave Lunal a push, and they started off without him.
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As he watched them go, a part of Roran was tempted to go after them. It was the part that was reminded of his sister, and everything she had wanted. He thought back to how she would have immediately jumped at the opportunity to go racing after strangers from outside the basin. But if he were to do that, he would not be capable of handling the dangers that were out there, and he doubted that he would even be able to survive, as there was simply too much power beyond the basin.

He’d seen what the Scavengers could do when they came in numbers. He wasn’t strong enough for that. And Roran had no idea what he would be able to do against the Sky Hunter, but he certainly didn’t want to be there when the man came.

So he headed back.

By the time Roran reached a familiar ridgeline looking down over the basin, it was nearly midday, and exhaustion had struck. He was tired, hungry, and thirsty, and he felt as if something was strange. He didn’t quite know why, just that he felt off.

From here, not only could he see everything spread out below, but he could feel a strange sort of coolness around him too. He lingered for a little while, but he knew it was time for him to get back. After what he had been through and what he had seen, he was fully aware that it was long past time that he return. Others, like his father, might not believe that he had seen an aether stone, and might not believe that there was a danger, but Roran understood.

Though it was quiet, he had a distinct sense of everything moving out in the basin. The air held a promise of cold, and considering how he had influenced a stormvoice in the past already, he knew better than to attempt anything, but he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe everything he had experienced might mean that there would be a different set of answers here for him. Roran had no idea what those answers were, nor did he know if there was really anything that he could even find, considering all that he had already been through.

Distantly, he thought he saw Tiveran and Lunal retreating, and he felt a surprising pang of sadness at their departure. He didn’t know why he would feel that way. He didn’t necessarily know them, but after having spent a little time with the two, primarily Lunal, he felt an affinity for them.

Maybe it was just that Lunal made him think of his sister. With everything that she’d told him about the outside world, Roran couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be more that he could find.

It was the same thing that Mirael had always told him. She had believed that there was something beyond the basin, beyond what they had seen and what they had been told, that they simply had to try to understand.

And yet, they were considered primitive.

He smiled at that. They were primitive in a way that was undoubtedly true considering everything that Lunal had proven about what Roran could do and what his people knew of the celestial abilities. There was more to their abilities, and there was more to his. And if he could gain some measure of control over it, maybe he could actually use it. Maybe he could find a way to become more than just an initiate, and an untrained one at that.

Because he hadn’t harmed either Tiveran or Lunal. And with the right level of control, Roran had to believe that he might eventually learn how to command his own celestial ability.

It was just that… it might not be useful if there were no dangers.

That brought an even bigger smile to his face. Did he really want to push himself back into danger? Not really. Everything he had seen had been terrifying. The Scavengers would not be a problem. Many of them were now trailing after Tiveran and Lunal, though he wasn’t terribly surprised that they would not be worried about that. And if the Scavengers were following them, that meant the Sky Hunters would be heading after them as well.

No reason for him to need to fight anything. No reason for him to fear.

And no reason for him to use his voidheart ability.

He took a deep breath. Why did he feel such a pang of regret about that? It was ridiculous. He should be pleased, not disappointed.

But knowing that they were gone, Roran felt comforted by the idea that he didn’t have to rush back. There was no need to worry about his home, the fortress, or the aether stone that was there because there was no reason to think that the Scavengers would even know about it. The walls of the fortress probably protected the aether stone from being detected by the Scavengers. Perhaps that had always been their purpose.

As he looked up, noticing the fortress in the distance, he decided that rather than going straight back, he wanted to return to where he and his sister had spent some of the times that had allowed him to feel the most at peace. And so he climbed even higher.

By the time he reached the ledge he was aiming for, he was even more aware of the Scavengers departing. He could see them rustling the tall grasses, staying off the well-traveled paths that crisscrossed the floor of the basin. Strangely, Roran could even feel something, as if the trembling connection that the Scavengers shared to the earth and to the stone carried all the way to him. And what was even weirder to him was the fact that he could still feel some lingering tie to the aether stone.

Why should he be able to feel that?

He shouldn’t. He knew that he shouldn’t. But for whatever reason, there was a part of him that could. It was like there was a buried link that had formed between him and the stone.

What would happen if he were to connect to it and try to draw on that power?

Not to say that he actually could. But what would happen, out of curiosity?

It was the kind of question that his sister would have loved.

He reached the level of the ruins, and from here, he looked around. The stone had long ago cracked, something that Mirael had believed could’ve been avoided if the earthbound had preserved it, but it wasn’t a place of value. Not like the fortress with the aether stone. Or maybe there had once been an aether stone here as well, and it had burned out the way the other aether stone had. Roran didn’t know. And it was a curiosity to him. These old ruins were scattered throughout the area, as if they were situated along the wall, looking down upon the floor of the basin.

The fortress was the only place that remained intact. The others had fallen into disrepair. Well, there was still the northern fortress, but that one was starting to crumble, mostly because it had once contained the aether stone though now lacked celestial power within it.

He began to feel a warmth around him, and he reached into his pocket, realizing that the celestial shard seemed to be reacting in some way.

It burned, for some reason.

Why would it do that?

Roran didn’t have any good answer. He only knew that he could feel it, as well as how it seemed to be reacting to him and through him. More than that, it seemed as if it was trying to work against him in some way.

He squeezed the shard. He could feel the warmth in it, and yet, that was it.

Roran kept thinking about what Lunal had said about celestial shards and how they were powerful, but they were not all-powerful. And though his people had often concentrated the celestial shards and used them to create a different sort of energy, it felt like maybe that was not nearly as impressive as he had once believed.

He snorted at the thought. If he were to go back to his people and make a comment like that, he could easily imagine how his mother—or really, his father—would react.

But Steran might understand.

He wanted to believe that his brother would, but as Steran had gained a level of skill and continued to have more opportunities, especially now that he had consumed more of the elixir, Roran couldn’t help but feel as if his brother might begin to change. Maybe he would view Roran as more of a threat, the same way that his mother viewed him. For that matter, the same way that others within the fortress viewed him.

It might’ve just been better for him to go with Lunal and Tiveran, especially since it didn’t seem as if the Scavengers were bothering them any longer.

He took a seat, and without meaning to, he drifted off. He was exhausted, and sleep came far too easily, but when he awoke, he did feel refreshed. He thought about what he had felt when he had been in the cave with Lunal, how he had drawn upon some ambient celestial power, as she called it, and had awoken feeling better than he had before falling asleep. Now he felt some aspect of that still around him, some part of it that lingered, but he at least felt like he was recovering.

But it was getting dark.

And dark was not the time to return.

He stayed in the ruins, resting while trying to stay warm. He drifted off and on until the sun began to come up. He looked out and didn’t see any sign of Scavengers, nor did he see any sign of Lunal or Tiveran, so he suspected that they had reached the far side of the basin by now.

It was time that Roran return too. Long past time, he knew. And so he set off, heading back home.

He tried to think about what he was going to say to his family about what he had been doing, but maybe they hadn’t even noticed his absence.

It was midday by the time he reached the first plateau.

There, he hesitated. Everything within him was cold.

That sense of cold was because he had been climbing and his mind had been empty, he realized. He hadn’t even considered that before, but when Lunal had suggested emptying his mind, he had tried, yet he had failed. Though didn’t he do the same thing when he was scaling the walls? All it took was just focusing on the next handhold, moving from one to the next. And when he had done that, he had actually used some of his ability, as well.

Could he instinctively use that?

Roran needed control, but he wasn’t sure if there was time for him to find it. Still, he could climb, couldn’t he?

It was one thing that he was good at, one thing that he had true control over. One thing that his sister had seen to that he would be able to do even if he didn’t have access to a celestial ability.

And as Roran climbed, he found that it was easy to have a measure of focus over what he was doing. It was almost as if he emptied his mind as he moved from one handhold to the next, concentrating only on that and nothing else. He let himself get into the repetition, the routine, of the steady movements up the rock.

As he did, he began to feel some of that cold flowing through him. When he reached for the next handhold, that cold drew into him, as if some part of that power swelled more than he would’ve expected. So by the time he reached the next plateau, Roran felt like he had a better understanding of his ability.

He took a moment to focus, catching his breath, working the cramps out of his hands. Could he call that cold intentionally into him?

And if he could, could he use it?

He simply thought about handhold after handhold, emptying his mind of anything but the flat sheet of rock in front of him. And the cold began to bloom.

That was it? It seemed almost too easy.

That didn’t mean he had control over the shadows or the void, but he had control over something. At this point, control over something was better than control over nothing.

He scaled the next, and final, section. As he climbed, he let his mind be empty, attempting to call the cold before then releasing it once again. Every time that he did, he became aware of that power as it surged into him, and then gradually, he let it back out. Every time that he did, he could feel that power grow stronger. He needed to work with the shadows—the void, such as it was—but he didn’t know how to do that just yet. Not safely.

Roran also didn’t want to run the risk of wasting too much energy when he very much might need to have control over that power soon.

By the time he reached the next plateau, he felt at ease. This was familiar to him, where he and Mirael had often come, and where he knew the route and the expectations in ways that others simply didn’t. Climbing was the one thing that he felt he was good at.

The strange sound of the Scavengers started up again. They must have discovered the aether stone there—which meant the protections around the fortress didn’t protect nearly as well as he had thought. Now they were targeting the mountainside itself and would go after the fortress. Eventually, they would reach people that Roran cared about, even if they didn’t care about him.

And then they would reach the aether stone inside.

That was what they were after. That was the prize.

He scrambled along the rock until he reached the school grounds.

Everything was in chaos.

People lined up along the outer wall. Another line of people stood along the top of the wall. There was constant movement inside the school grounds, people running to and fro, racing from place to place as they gathered supplies. Every so often, Roran saw a burst of flame, and then he also grew aware of how the stormvoices would send the wind whipping, or perhaps even summon a bit of lightning down the stone face.

He didn’t know if any of it would be effective.

He surveyed the wall until he caught sight of his brother. Roran raced up the steps to the top of the wall, pushing past people and ignoring strange looks. By the time he caught up to Steran, he was building another burst of fire, but it was weaker than what Roran had felt from his brother before.

That was odd. How long had he been fighting?

“Steran,” he said. “I don’t know if fire is going to work on them. They use stone.”

Steran glanced over, still building flames, and then sent a burst of them downward.

“They use what?”

“They’re called Scavengers,” Roran said.

“How do you know? Did you do this?”

“What? Of course not. I was just out in the basin⁠—”

“You’ve been gone for several days,” Steran said. “Now you return and this happens? The schoolmasters don’t know if we can stop them. We’ve never seen anything like it. It’s like everything that Mirael claimed is coming.”

With that comment, Roran realized something. He had clung to his own issues with losing his sister, but he had never really asked Steran how he had felt about losing Mirael. His brother had lost the same person that he had, and though they had not been close, it was still something that Roran should have considered before. And more than that, maybe Steran knew things about Mirael that Roran didn’t—what she had known about what was beyond the basin, or at least suspected.

“They’re coming in swarms,” his brother said.

“How many times?” Roran asked.

“What?”

“How many waves have attacked? They come like that. That’s what these people I met told me.”

“Roran,” his brother said, shaking his head. “If you had anything to do with this, you need to tell me now. I’ll do whatever I can to try to help, but⁠—”

“Me being a voidheart isn’t what happened here,” Roran said. “I didn’t cause this to happen. In fact, I don’t even think I can actually cause damage to the aether stone.”

“You saw what happened last time,” Steran said.

“Right, and I also saw…” He hesitated to say anything more. He had to be careful admitting that he had found an aether stone because his brother might react the same way that his father had and not believe him. Of course, if the situation were different, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve believed somebody else, either. If the Seekers didn’t know about an aether stone, then it couldn’t have been there, could it?

More than that, though, was the idea that they still had to defeat this wave.

And after that, there would be another. And another. Each one would probably get worse, would grow larger.

Roran had not asked Tiveran or Lunal how many waves of Scavengers there would be, but what would happen if they kept coming? More importantly, what would happen if it wasn’t just the Scavengers but the Sky Hunter himself?

That might be more than even the adept level of celestial abilities could handle.

“They know about the aether stone,” Roran said to his brother. “That’s why they are coming. I don’t know what else to say about it, but that’s why they’re here.”

“These are just the creatures from the other side of the pass,” Steran said.

Roran shook his head. “No. These are Scavengers, and they are going to keep coming until they get what they want for their master.”
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The attacks were effective in pushing the Scavengers down the mountainside, but that was about all they were able to do. At least, temporarily. The attacks were also incredibly destructive. Each blast of fire from the flamehearts caused sections of stone to crumble. The crackling energy coming from the stormvoices made more of the rock fall away. Even the frostforges caused the fortress to shake.

The stairs were the first casualty.

The attacks peeled away sections of the stairs that had been built into the stone over countless generations. It was those stairs that allowed their people to navigate from the school down into the basin below. But without them, people would have to make the arduous climb the way Roran had.

That would be impossible for some. Dangerous for all.

Maybe there was something he could do.

He had started to gain some control over his voidheart ability, hadn’t he? That meant he could try to counter some of these creatures.

But if this was just the next wave, what would happen if another came? And another? What would happen if the Sky Hunter decided to show up?

There might not be anything they would be able to do.

If only he had Tiveran and Lunal’s help, but he wasn’t even sure if that would make a difference. They might just decide to take the aether stone from the fortress, the same way they had come to collect the one that had fallen.

Roran headed down the wall and started toward the ridgeline, where he caught sight of Galus.

Galus came racing over, and he looked exhausted. “Where have you been? Your mother knew that you were gone, and when the attack started, she was worried.”

“She was worried?” Roran asked. That surprised him. He would’ve expected his mother to not be concerned about him at all.

“She thought you were down in the basin. She knew that you have been heading down there more often of late. And I think she was afraid that something might’ve happened to you. Sort of like…”

Roran didn’t need him to finish. And in a way, Galus might be more right than he knew.

It was possible that something like this had happened to Mirael. Knowing about the Scavengers, the Sky Hunters, and everything else made it so that Roran couldn’t help but wonder if his sister had gotten involved in something that was beyond her capability.

“I found something,” he said. “I tried to tell my father, but…”

“What did you find?” Galus asked.

“I have a shard.”

Galus breathed out. “Good. I don’t know how quickly they can purify it for an elixir, but we might need it.” He turned suddenly, looking behind him. “I’ve got to get going, but go let your mother know that you’re safe.”

Roran frowned. “I might have something else that I could try. Something I can do.”

“Something you can do?”

He debated telling his friend that there was quite a bit that he could do, but he didn’t know if he could convince Galus. And at this point, Roran wasn’t even sure that it mattered.

He nodded and ran off. Rather than going over the wall, he tried a different approach. He looped out and around, back the way he had come into the grounds of the school, bypassing a section of old stone, and even the training grounds where he had worked with Master Matthew. Once out beyond it, he headed toward an elevated section of stone that looked down upon the stairs, giving him a better vantage.

He wasn’t the only person there.

“Master Matthew?” Roran said.

He was standing with hands held upward, shards of ice shooting down toward the Scavengers scaling the remains of the stairs. But even without the stairs, and in the section of stone that had been sheared away, the Scavengers were still making their way up. They could climb better than any human could. With their connection to the stone, Roran suspected that they were able to use some of that power to pierce the stone and cause it to crumble around them.

Master Matthew paused in using the ice. “What are you doing up here?”

“I was going to ask you the same.”

“Figured a different approach might be helpful.”

“That’s what I’m thinking as well,” Roran said.

Master Matthew frowned thoughtfully. “Oh? You suddenly have control of this voidheart ability of yours?”

“No control,” he said. “At least, not real control. But I feel like there’s something that I can do with it. I’ve seen how it works against these things.”

To his credit, the frostforge just nodded. “Down in the basin, or did you go out to the pass?”

“I didn’t make it to the pass. I saw something down below.”

“Well, whatever you saw must have been them, or maybe something worse.” He inhaled. “Caught a glimpse of something worse years ago. Power that was nothing like I’ve seen before. It was just on the edge of our holdings. That’s why I came here. Stayed here, even. The more frostforges there were, the more likely it was that we would be able to defend against it. Or so I thought.”

Roran hadn’t known that. Then again, Master Matthew was a man of very few words.

“I met some people. Powerful people,” Roran said. “They came into the basin looking for⁠—”

“For the shard you’re carrying?”

Roran immediately tensed, his hand going toward his pocket before jerking his head around and looking at him. “You know?”

“Know that you have a shard on you? Certain things radiate energy, Roran. That one does. So you found one. What are you going to do with it? Figured you’d probably go after one, thinking that maybe you could find a way to use it to take on another power.”

“Apparently the shard isn’t valuable to people with real power,” Roran said. “But the aether stone we found was.”

The slight arch to the man’s brow was all the reaction he gave.

“I tried to tell my father, but he didn’t believe me. Said the Seekers didn’t detect anything, so it was unlikely there was actually anything there.”

Master Matthew grunted. “Always wondered about that. Can’t be the first time we had a stone go undetected. It seems like such a thing would be useful, wouldn’t it?” He flicked his gaze around the basin. “It’s a pretty big area. Hard to monitor everything that falls from the sky. We get a shard, or sometimes we just get useless metal. But I never figured that we were able to identify everything.”

“That’s not what the Seekers think,” Roran said.

“Well, people get arrogant too. At least when they can’t see past their own land. This is all they see, and they don’t know there’s more out there. Sometimes I wish I didn’t know that there was.”

“Why didn’t you share?”

“Oh I did,” Master Matthew said. “But people thought I was telling stories, trying to scare the kids. The young ones. Never believed that I actually saw something, especially as a frostforge. And when you get up into the northern mountains, where the snow and ice is violent, sometimes you do see things.” He shrugged. “So I get it. But I know what I saw. I know what I felt.” He eyed Roran. “Now, you have any bit of that power that can do anything here? These creatures seem like they’re causing some of the protections around the school to fail. And they seem to be taking the brunt of my attack better than I expected. Figure they’re doing the same with the flamehearts and the stormvoices, though I’m not going up to that wall to find out.”

Roran found himself appreciating Master Matthew more and more.

“I don’t know,” Roran said. “It’s going to take control I don’t know that I have. The others taught me a way to reach for my power.”

“Good. Accessing is the first step in understanding. And understanding is the key to becoming an explorer.”

“The people I met out there said they become explorers young. They become adept by my age. They become more by the time they’re not much older than me.”

“Well, if they don’t think the shards are valuable, then they probably have access to more celestial power. Wouldn’t mind seeing something like that, I suppose.”

He grunted, and his hands turned outward as he continued to send shards of ice and snow and power swirling in the air. Roran had always known Master Matthew was a skilled frostforge, but seeing it in action was something else entirely. He wielded power in a way that made it seem as if he were calling the entire north down to him.

And as Roran focused on what it was that the man was doing, he wondered if maybe that was exactly what was happening. He was summoning some of the northern air, the northern cold, then pulling it down and sending it streaking and sweeping toward the Scavengers. It was so potent.

“You plan on just standing there?” Master Matthew asked.

“If I do this, it might disrupt what you are doing. It’s going to disrupt what they’re doing too,” Roran said, turning his gaze up to the wall.

“The question is, Roran, is it going to disrupt what they are doing?” He pointed to the Scavengers.

“It did before.”

Master Matthew stared at him for a moment, then he nodded. “Seems like a pretty good idea, then. Get on with it.”

“You aren’t going to be upset if your snow and ice suddenly fade away?”

“I’m not the only person you have to worry about, am I?”

“No,” Roran said.

“If this works, I’ll make sure they don’t give you too hard of a time.”

“Thank you.”

“Only if it works,” Master Matthew said, though he said the words with a bit of a wry smile.

Roran stepped forward, moving past the frostforge to give himself a better vantage to look down upon the Scavengers. From here, he could see the way they had been chewing up the mountainside. Each of the flameheart blasts would strike some of them, and often send them skittering down the mountain, causing them to etch grooves into the rock. But not entirely. Sometimes the Scavengers would curl their heads in, and it seemed as if they would bristle with even harder stone, creating some sort of armor around them. When the flame would strike the amor, it would dissipate.

It was almost as if the Scavengers had some way of neutralizing power.

The stormvoices had a bit more luck. When they used a blast of lightning, primarily, it would strike the Scavengers. Some of them fell, but even if they did, they didn’t fall very far.

There were no other frostforges here other than Master Matthew. Roran wondered if their people could summon more, but if they did, it was possible that they would not be able to get to the fortress in time. And sending someone after the frostforges might end up weakening them because they would lose another person who could fight alongside them.

The situation felt helpless.

“Better do it quickly,” Master Matthew said. “I’m getting tired, so I can’t imagine what everybody else feels. They started cycling in students earlier today, so you know it’s bad.”

Students? All that time, Roran had been resting, rather than returning right away. But then, he had believed that he had time to spare after watching as Tiveran and Lunal had departed, seeming to take the Scavengers with them.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier,” Roran said.

“Thinking about what’s going to happen when it works?”

“Afraid of what’s going to happen if it doesn’t.”

Master Matthew grunted. “Well, if it doesn’t, then it’s no worse than it is now.”

If they blamed him, it would be because he’d failed. And if he failed, then the Scavengers were going to get up there regardless. It wasn’t as if the attacks from the fortress were making much of a difference anyway.

He found a strange reassurance in that.

Roran focused on the technique he’d used when scaling the rock—concentrating on the blank flat stone and, in his mind, searching for handhold after handhold. It was a technique that was his and his alone. It was something that his sister had taught him and forced him to find on his own. Something that was connected to only him.

That was the emptiness that he needed. And as he focused on it, the cold began to build inside him. It rose until it was all he felt. He didn’t know if there was any way to control the darkness, the cold, the shadows, and the void.

But he had to send it away from him. He had to find control.

And he may have only one chance.

With as many of those creatures as were swarming, he needed them all to go down.

What I wouldn’t give to have the aether stone with me.

Maybe he still had a link to it. If he did, it might mean he was going to draw on too much power. Too much strength. Too much cold.

That sense continued to consolidate deep inside of him.

Gradually, Roran started to shift that feeling and tried to do something with it.

But he didn’t even need to. The shadows started to converge around him.

Roran pushed, whipping his hands down, trying to do the same thing he’d done when he had been fighting with the sword. And he hoped that it would be enough.
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The darkness streaked away from him. The moment Roran had sent that power outward, the cold simply snapped inside of him, as if it had shattered, fragmenting it. The cold that had been there began to falter, leaving very little left. He felt empty.

A void.

Maybe that was what it was.

Roran watched as his power struck the ice that had formed from what Master Matthew had been doing. The ice dissolved, and some of the blasts of flame that had been striking suddenly faded as well. The shadowy energy continued descending as if it were some sort of tangible fog, and as it swept outward, touching upon each of the celestial abilities, more and more of them faded and failed. Finally the power reached the Scavengers, and Roran waited, everything within him on edge.

The creatures began to shriek, and the sound mixed with the scraping of stone. The Scavengers tumbled down the rock and bounced off the stone walls.

The haze of darkness drifted slowly downward, and where it retreated, there was nothing remaining. No Scavengers. No frost. No flame. No storms. Nothing.

Until it swept down to the stairs, where the creatures waited.

But that energy swept toward them, and swept through them.

How long would the disruption that he had wielded last? Would it even be enough?

Master Matthew strode forward and clasped him on the shoulder. “That is… something. Never seen anything quite like that before. Can’t say that’s a bad little trick, can we?”

Roran sagged, dropping to his knees. Everything around him felt dizzying, and a wave of nausea worked through him. He could barely keep his eyes open.

How much energy had he drawn upon?

Lunal had warned him about using too much, telling him about the danger of doing so, but Roran knew that he didn’t have much choice in the matter. If he did nothing, the fortress would fall. The Scavengers would reach his people and the aether stone, and everything that he knew would be lost.

He could do nothing.

Roran felt strong, cold hands as Master Matthew hoisted him up.

“Don’t worry,” the frostforge said, nodding toward the wall. “Seems like everybody’s still got their power.”

More of the flamehearts continued to shoot fire downward toward the creatures.

“Looks like you bought us some time,” Master Matthew said. “And maybe that will be enough. You can either head back or take a seat.”

Roran’s head was pounding, and the fatigue in him made it so that he knew that he wasn’t going to be able to get back easily. Not without stumbling and probably falling down the side of the mountain and tumbling to his death far below.

“Sit,” Master Matthew said, helping him sit down and then dropping down next to him.

“I shouldn’t have been able to draw that much,” Roran said.

“Who’s to say what you’re supposed to be able to do?”

“I shouldn’t have been able to,” he said, looking over to him. “I’m barely an initiate.”

“Well, can’t deny that. I am a little surprised that you were able to use it so effectively. Think there’s something different about your power that makes it that strong?”

Roran licked his lips. His mouth was dry, and he could barely focus on anything around him. It just didn’t seem to be quite right. He wasn’t sure why, wasn’t sure what it was. The only thing he knew with any certainty was that he felt it. And it linked him to something else.

It had to be the aether stone.

“I think I somehow drew on the aether stone,” he said.

Master Matthew was quiet. “No,” he said. “I still feel it.”

“You… feel it?” Roran arched a brow at him.

“Something that happens the longer you’re around here as you develop your ability. You get attuned to these celestial items. I think that’s why your father was so convinced the Seekers didn’t pick up on anything. Most of them would be attuned to additional items. Shards and the like. But there’s not a lot that can be done about that. Still, I can sense the aether stone, and it doesn’t feel like it is diminished in any way. Something does feel a little different, though. Not exactly sure why, just that it does seem like there is some part of it that’s changed some. Maybe radiating a bit?” He frowned. “I feel it, though don’t know what it is.”

The aether stone here had not been affected.

“The other aether stone,” Roran said. “I think that’s the one I still feel. It seems like it is connected to me still.”

“Dangerous, I imagine,” Master Matthew said. “Not that I’m an expert in any such thing like that. But it seems like connecting to an aether stone, and holding on to that connection, would put you in danger.”

“They tried to disconnect me from it. I didn’t know how. I tried, but it didn’t work.” He looked down.

The frostforge was quiet for a long moment. “How long do you think you need to recover?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t been working with this long enough to know those things.”

Master Matthew grunted. “Fair enough. Can you see what’s coming?”

Roran lifted his head, the fatigue overwhelming. He felt as if there was nothing but emptiness inside of him, as though the void threatened to consume him. He needed to find strength, and he feared that he would not be enough. And as the Scavengers climbed again—now nearly a dozen of them crawling on the walls—Roran knew that the flamehearts that continued to blast at them were not going to be effective.

“I can’t do it again,” he said.

“Too weak,” the frostforge said, nodding to himself. “Give me a moment. I’ll deal with it.”

He got to his feet and slid away as if on ice, faster than Roran would’ve expected he was capable of moving. And if he could glide on ice like that, Roran had a better idea about why he’d never gotten close to competing with him when training with the sword.

That sneaky man.

When he had trained with Master Matthew, he hadn’t realized that the man was using any of his frostforge ability, but why shouldn’t he have? Master Matthew should have used that ability because it would have been the only way to truly train Roran.

All around him, Roran was aware of the cracking and shearing of stone, the occasional burst of heat and tremble of earth, and the shrieks of the Scavengers.

A chill came from behind him, and Roran lifted his head, still feeling weary from draining too much energy. Master Matthew glided toward him on ice, his skin seemingly tinged with frost.

He stopped next to Roran and held out a jug. “Drink.”

“You want me to drink water?”

“Not water.” He nodded to the Scavengers as they made their way up the wall. “You need to recover, right? And there’s only one thing that can make you recover quickly. It’s not something they teach students until they get further along, mostly because very few need to recuperate quickly. When you’re training in using your ability, you recuperate with natural celestial powers around you, but sometimes we need to expedite the process. As someone who’s helped navigate the pass a time or two, I know a little bit about recuperation. Now, don’t go telling anybody that I gave you this because it’s going to just anger the folks in power, but drink.” He said the last part with more firmness than before. “It’ll pick you up more than the selarin tea so many favor.”

Roran took the jug, brought it to his lips, and took a sip. A painful warmth worked down his throat, and then it suddenly constricted, becoming cold as it worked its way into his belly. The taste was familiar, almost metallic. He took another sip, and now it tasted like spice. A feeling of cold bloomed within him, and some of his strength began to return.

He knew exactly what it was that Master Matthew had given him.

“This is celestial elixir,” Roran said.

“Don’t say much about it. Don’t need anybody getting upset about what I’ve snuck away. Pretty rare. At least these days,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Under other circumstances, I’d probably side with the other schoolmasters that we should preserve as much as possible, but seeing as how I don’t think that any one of us is going to be able to do what you just did, I think you need to get stronger.”

Roran took another sip, and as that coldness worked its way down into him again, he found his gaze lingering on the wall where the creatures were climbing. “I don’t have enough control over it,” he said. “I just sort of released it as a blanket of power.”

“Right,” Master Matthew said. “That probably wasn’t the best idea. Maybe that could work, especially considering how it caused them to fall, but it might be better to target it. Maybe there’s something to the way I use ice. Can’t say that it’s the same power, but if you can focus on what you see down there, and you can send fragments of it, you might be able to stop what they’re doing. Think you can try?”

Roran didn’t know if he could do it, but he was willing to give it a shot.

He nodded.

“And if you need, I’m going to let you drink that entire jug.”

Roran looked down at it. “Are you serious?”

“Oh, absolutely. If it saves the fortress and the village nearby, and it saves people, then I don’t care what anybody says. So drink, and focus. Then you and I are going to fight.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



It didn’t take much longer after drinking sips of the celestial elixir before Roran felt strong enough to try again. Finding the cold and summoning that to him had become a little easier. Each time he did it, he found that the technique grew much simpler. It was merely a matter of finding the emptiness inside his mind.

Beyond that was harder, though. Beyond that involved control, and Roran didn’t think he had the necessary control.

When he said as much to Master Matthew, the frostforge nodded. “Can’t say that it’s the same for me. The technique is different. Entirely different. I just focus on the cold, and then I push it out. But it seems like you’re drawing on the cold, and then you are drawing that void to you. So maybe you control how much you use. Don’t allow yourself to do quite so much.”

Roran focused on that and pulled some of that cold down into him, then concentrated on the next wave of the creatures scrambling up the stone. As he did, he pushed outward the same way he had before.

He hadn’t called as much cold, so this time when he pushed out, he felt the wave of darkness streaking away from him until it struck the creatures that were climbing. Aiming was actually fairly easy. It felt as if he had some sort of a connection to the Scavengers, as if his voidheart ability drew upon their celestial ability—assuming that they had one—and pulled them together. A half dozen of the Scavengers fell away.

“Good. How does that feel?” Master Matthew asked. He was still sending waves of his own shards of ice at the creatures, which left Roran wondering if maybe he had sipped a little bit of the elixir as well.

“Tired,” Roran said. “But not as bad.”

“Let’s see how many times you can target them before you can’t any longer. But the key is not to get so exhausted that you can’t keep fighting. Got it?”

Roran nodded. “I got it.”

He focused again, drawing the cold into himself, and then allowed it to sweep out at the next line of Scavengers as they made their way up the wall. This time he hit only four of them, but Roran had better control over it. Each of them fell. The weakness that washed through him was commensurate with the different levels of power, so he realized that there had to be a limit to how many levels of power that he drew upon.

He focused again, trying to create a tighter band of shadows, thinking that if he could, he wanted to try to use just enough to target only a single Scavenger. When he did, he sent that little burst outward into the next creature.

Fatigue almost overwhelmed him again.

“Too much,” Roran said.

“Take a little bit more elixir, rest for a few moments, and then go again,” Master Matthew said. “You’ve bought us some time. This is better than I was expecting.”

“You didn’t think that was going to work?”

“Sacred Skies, I had no idea. You have something I’ve never seen before.”

“Why aren’t you afraid of it?” Roran asked, then took a sip of the elixir.

The ice continued to swirl, and some of the chill continued to flow out of the north, but the frostforge was otherwise quiet in response. When he finally did answer, he looked over with a flash of coldness in his eyes. “You did nothing different than anybody else who had a chance to take the elixir and touch the aether stone. Seems to me you have a celestial gift. Maybe it’s not the same as what we’re familiar with, and it’s not the same as what most are comfortable with, but that doesn’t mean it’s not a gift. You were still gifted by the celestials.”

Roran had taken a long time to get to the point where he felt that way, and even now, he wasn’t entirely sure that he believed it. Still, his ability allowed him to do things that he wouldn’t be able to do otherwise.

“And honestly, I told you that I’ve seen things,” Master Matthew said. “The incredible power I saw wasn’t the only thing. I’ve traveled. You get up in the northern mountains, and then you tend to walk a bit. At least, my kind do. You get up there and you see the wind swirling, feel the cold working around you, and you start to recognize that the world is not quite so simple. Or as small as we think. You find that there are all sorts of different kinds of power. And a man starts to recognize the fact that even if you don’t understand it, it don’t mean it’s dangerous. Could be, but it don’t necessarily mean that it is.”

“People have been hurt because of what I can do,” Roran said.

“People were hurt because you didn’t have control. And they didn’t want you to get control because they were afraid of what you could do. Talk about circular logic.” Master Matthew shook his head. “But look at you. You figured it out on your own.”

“Not exactly on my own. I did have some help.”

“Oh, you got some advice, but that doesn’t mean somebody told you how to use it, did they?”

Roran wanted to argue and say that Lunal had certainly helped, but then again, maybe she actually hadn’t. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that she might not have been the one to have made much of a difference in what he had done. She had just told him about different ways of doing it.

“Like I thought,” the frostforge said. “So you figured it out. And let me tell you, not a single one of your so-called schoolmasters did that. I certainly didn’t. I doubt your mom or dad did. Your brother, for all his gifts, didn’t do that, either. Even that sister of yours. They had somebody to guide them. So think about that.”

“It would be easier to have somebody walk me through this,” Roran said.

“Easier, but sometimes you learn a bit more about yourself when you figure things out on your own. Sort of like my little ability here.” He sent more shards of ice flying out from him. “Not many know how to do it this way.”

“It seems like you’re pulling the cold air out of the north, as if you’re dragging the ice and the snow down from the mountains.”

Master Matthew regarded him with a strange expression. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. Wouldn’t have expected somebody who’s not a frostforge to even have any idea about that. You sure that’s not what you’ve got going on inside you? You said something about the cold, so maybe that’s it.”

“No,” Roran said. “It’s not like that. It just feels like the cold is there, but I’m not really drawing on it, if that makes any sense. I’m drawing the cold to me.”

“Well, interesting that you can pick it up.” Master Matthew moved closer to the edge and then motioned toward the wall. “Got a few more making their way up there. Seems like the schoolmasters have taken some of the elixir as well. Not sure if they showed others what they were doing,” he said, smiling tightly, “but they’ve recovered quickly.”

He wasn’t wrong. Blasts of fire, wind, lightning, and even ice began to stream their way down the mountainside in a ferocity that hadn’t been there in a while. How many frostforges had been called in—and how had they made it in time? Still, Roran was concerned about using his ability. There was a possibility that he would somehow weaken what they were doing, wasting their energy.

When he said as much to Master Matthew, the man just shrugged. “Which works better?”

“What do you mean?” Roran asked.

“Which attack works better? You and your ability to just cut through their capacity to hold on to the rock, or what the others are doing?”

“I suppose what I’m doing.”

“So don’t you worry about them. That’s another thing you learn in the north. Sometimes you just have to do what you think is right.” He flicked his gaze to the school. “Not that they teach you that here. I tried, but I got overruled. Sort of just the way things are here. But in this case, let’s see if you can’t help a little more.”

“There’s something else down there,” Roran said. He felt as if he owed it to Master Matthew to share what his concern was, even if there wasn’t anything the frostforge would be able to do about it. “I can feel it. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Like there’s a power lingering.”

“So you can feel that power?”

Roran nodded. “It’s potent.”

He called the cold to him, though he was cautious about it. He wanted to use just a little bit, but he also wanted to try to determine what sort of control he could have over it. Maybe this wasn’t the best opportunity to learn that control, but here he could target single Scavengers. That might give him a chance to practice, and at this point, wasn’t that what he needed in order to gain a measure of control, anyway?

Each time he pushed outward, he targeted a Scavenger. He worked quickly, nine falling before he felt too taxed. When he told Master Matthew, the man just looked down at the jug of elixir and shrugged.

“You can take the elixir, and it can replenish you, but it can only do so much. Eventually, you’re going to have to rest. There are limits to all things.”

Roran took another sip of the elixir. Every time he did, he was aware of the strange dichotomy of how it felt—hot and cold—as it flowed into his stomach. He still had the celestial shard that he had gathered, and he wondered if he could use that, though it would still have to be distilled so the power was drawn off of it. And there was no time for that.

“Seems like they’re slowing,” Master Matthew said, pointing. “Maybe we can be done with all of this soon.”

“Or maybe they’re regrouping,” Roran said. “There are waves. That’s what I was told, and I’ve seen it. They call to others.”

“Well, if they are, we just have to keep them from being able to. Maybe what you’re doing is silencing them.”

Roran shrugged and then set to work lining up attack after attack, taking them down one at a time. He started to try different levels of control, testing just how much he had to put into each one. It didn’t take much to disrupt the Scavengers. That was all he was really trying to do, wasn’t it? He wasn’t attempting to destroy them. And he gained something that he had been seeking for a while now: control. Having no fear of running out of overall strength, Roran continued to dispatch the Scavengers, sip on the celestial elixir, and rest briefly between each attack.

But despite Master Matthew thinking that the Scavengers were slowing, Roran didn’t see it that way. It was almost as if they were biding their time. Forcing his attention to stay on them. If that was the case, though, then the question was why.

The answer came almost too late.

He felt it coming, and from a direction he had not expected.

Up the mountain.

Worse, Roran had a pretty good idea what it was. The Sky Hunter had found them.


Chapter
Thirty



Roran couldn’t stay here. Not if the Sky Hunter was coming. He could feel something, though, and the way that he detected it left a trembling terror in him, though he wondered if that was because of his own fear or because of some of the Sky Hunter’s power. Roran had never seen the Sky Hunter, so he didn’t know if that was the case, but he felt something.

And it seemed as if Master Matthew did as well.

“What is that?” the frostforge asked.

“Sky Hunter,” Roran said, already attempting to call upon the cold.

“Where?” Master Matthew approached the edge of the ledge and looked down.

The Sky Hunter was not coming from the same direction as the Scavengers. That surprised Roran because Lunal and Tiveran had made it sound like the Scavengers came first, and the Sky Hunter followed. Why would he have come from a different direction?

Roran focused as he looked around, trying to pick up on some of that power and detect the source of it, but he was failing.

“I think not far.”

Roran couldn’t finish his thought. The only thing he had a chance to do was to try to use his voidheart energy and send a pulsation of cold outward.

As he did that, he felt a slight resistance to it. Did the Sky Hunter know how to counter the voidheart ability that Roran could wield?

He thought about what Tiveran and Lunal had said about his gift and how some aspects of it were not that dissimilar to what the Sky Hunter could use. If that was the case, then it suggested that the Sky Hunter might actually know a way to counter what Roran could do.

He took another sip of the elixir. He felt the sense of both hot and cold as it worked its way down his throat, changing as it reached his belly, and was tempted to take more, but he worried what might happen if he were to do so.

He still concentrated, though. The Sky Hunter was coming from behind them. Up the slope.

Master Matthew spun, already beginning to send the northern cold sweeping up the slope. Roran did not know how to counter a Sky Hunter, but having heard from both Lunal and Tiveran about how powerful the Sky Hunters were, he had very little belief in his ability to withstand an attack from them. Or that others could, for that matter.

“We should head back to the wall,” Roran said to the frostforge.

“If it’s more of these creatures, you just need to deal with them.”

“It’s not.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Roran noticed something snaking its way toward them. It looked like a fog billowing outward. He began to push on his own connection to the voidheart ability and use that on the fog, but even as he did, he felt some part of it resisting him again.

“Please,” he said, turning to Master Matthew. “I don’t think there’s anything that either of us is going to be able to do here. We need to get away.”

The frostforge hesitated, though the ice continued to swirl and the power continued to strengthen around him.

Then he did something different, and more than a little unexpected.

He raised his hands, and ice and frost began to work along his fingers, then spread down his arms. Within that, Roran noticed that there was also something else to what he was doing. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, just that it seemed as if there was a change. Something more began to twist, to build, and tremble in the air.

The wind whipped violently, as if it was called straight down from Master Matthew. Roran could feel the cold, could feel the ice, could feel everything within it.

And Master Matthew summoned it. In that summons, the sheet of hard ice began to filter downward, streaking toward them.

This was more than what an adept frostforge should be able to do.

“Go,” Master Matthew said. “I think that I can hold this.”

“Sky Hunters are too powerful. Even the people I traveled with said they couldn’t handle them.”

Master Matthew arched a brow at him. “Do you think I haven’t faced things in my day?”

Roran wanted to tell him that he had never faced anything like a Sky Hunter, but Roran didn’t know what it was like to come across one. And from the power that he felt Master Matthew wielding, maybe the man actually could do something.

And maybe Roran could help.

“I can try to negate it,” he said. “I can use my voidheart⁠—”

“Get back to the wall, and behind the defenses. There are other ways to protect yourself, and other ways to protect your people. Don’t be a fool.”

“Come with me,” Roran urged.

“I will, but I’m going to give you a little time here.”

But as Roran focused on the emptiness, trying to find his voidheart ability, he realized he had expended too much energy. He was exhausted. And even if he tried to do anything here, the only thing that would likely happen would be to interrupt what Master Matthew was doing. From the ice that he was wielding with his frostforge ability and the way the air trembled with crystals and shards of ice, Roran could tell that Master Matthew had created some sort of a protective barrier.

If he did anything with his voidheart energy, he would disrupt all of it.

“Get going,” the frostforge said.

Roran backed toward the wall, toward the school. When he had made it a few steps, the pressure on Master Matthew’s wall of ice began to bubble—Roran could feel it. He had no idea why he was aware of it, but it seemed as if it left the energy in the air crackling and coursing with power. It was almost as if Roran was somehow attuned to what Master Matthew was doing.

The ice started to sputter first. The cold began to shift.

And the wind…

Thankfully, the wind persisted, coming from out of the north. Then Master Matthew shot his hands up again, as if he were grasping for the wind, the ice, and demanding they respond to him. Considering what Roran saw and what he felt of that power, he had to wonder if perhaps the man might be able to wield the elements in a way that others could not.

Roran scrambled back, getting closer to the wall of the fortress. From here, he could still hear the Scavengers scrambling up the rock, the crumbling of stone, the screams as the creatures shattered ancient protections around the fortress that had been there for much longer than Roran and his people had been. How much longer could the place hold out?

But then he also felt the building of power from the Sky Hunter. Roran couldn’t tell exactly what it was, just that it was overwhelming.

And despite what he saw from Master Matthew, the wind swirling and the cold air spinning around him, he did not know if Master Matthew would be able to do enough here. Not against a Sky Hunter.

The power from the Sky Hunter began to build again, and soon there was a sense of pain that came as a thick fog rolled in. It billowed, bulged, and then shattered what Master Matthew had been holding. He let out a strangled grunt, and he staggered a step back.

Then Master Matthew fell to the ground.

Roran was tempted to run to him, but he slowly got back up to his feet. Then Roran noticed a solitary figure making their way through the gray fog, heading straight toward Master Matthew.

Only then did Master Matthew look back at Roran, locking eyes with him for just a moment, and then nod. With that, the frostforge turned and he strode toward the Sky Hunter.

Ice began to crackle. Power began to build.

“Go,” he said to Roran, his voice carrying on the wind.

Roran reached out once more to test whether he could find any strength within himself, but there was nothing but that emptiness that lingered inside of him. He could not reach it, and could not call to that voidheart power. There was more elixir but he didn’t know if he could reach it in time. Despite his desire to help Master Matthew, Roran had expended too much energy.

He wondered if that was the true purpose of the Scavengers.

Through the gray fog that surrounded the Sky Hunter, Roran noticed his long, flowing gray cloak and the curved weapon in hand, and the man regarded him with derision.

But then the expression faded when the Sky Hunter reached Master Matthew.

The frostforge let out a strangled cry as that fog engulfed him.

And then there was only silence.

Master Matthew was gone.
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Roran cried out, tempted to go after Master Matthew, but his words came back to him. A warning. He had wanted Roran to get away, to get back to the fortress. But even if he did, could anyone stop the Sky Hunter? Short of Lunal and Tiveran returning, he didn’t think that it would be possible.

He scrambled backward, ignoring the fog, and hoped that there was still an innate protection built into the wall of the fortress the way that so many of their people believed. As if the celestials would offer them a measure of safety.

He hurried back to the fortress, not seeing or feeling any sign of the Sky Hunter chasing him. By the time he reached the parapet, he had a moment where he thought that maybe he would be safe.

Then he was met by Master Jasish.

“What do you think you are doing?” the man asked.

“There’s something coming,” Roran said, pointing toward the slope where the Sky Hunter was.

“The threat is down below. And it is a good thing that you have not been disrupting our abilities because there is far too much at stake here, Roran. You need to stay away and ensure that you aren’t adding to this trouble.”

Frustration bubbled inside of Roran. He needed to go away? Had he not been targeting the Scavengers, he knew very well what would’ve happened. The Scavengers would’ve been able to overwhelm them and defeat them somehow, and it was only because of his presence, only because of what he had done, that they had been able to survive the Scavenger waves.

What he needed was to take more of the celestial elixir. He had to keep the jug hidden because he could only suspect how the schoolmasters would react if they knew that Master Matthew had given him the elixir.

“You need to⁠—”

“Jasish,” a voice called.

Roran looked over. It was his father. He looked harried, and there was a streak of blood on his forehead.

“We need you along the northern line. More movement there,” his father said to Master Jasish.

Master Jasish glanced over to Roran before nodding and hurrying away.

“Get down from here,” his father said, grabbing Roran by the arm. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I know what’s out here,” Roran said. “I told you⁠—”

“I don’t care what you told me. It’s too dangerous. This is the exact reason that I told your sister not to try going into the pass. You think she listened? She wandered off, and I’m sure she drew these creatures to her, the same way they are always drawn to us when we try to go through the pass.”

“You know about Scavengers?”

His father scoffed. “Of course we do. You can’t be a Seeker and not know. If the shards fall too close to the pass, we have to stay away from them. Too dangerous. Your sister, on the other hand, thought that she could do differently. That she knew differently.”

There was another crackle, a burst of power.

Roran looked over. Scavengers were still scrambling up the rock. Behind him, he could have sworn that he felt something from the Sky Hunter, but Roran didn’t know if that was real or not. Maybe it was just imagined.

“Get down,” his father said. “They must have picked up on something. I never imagined they would get this close, but we have others that are going to lure them away. We have a few shards that we’re going to use.”

“Shards?” Roran said. None of this made sense. The Scavengers didn’t care about shards.

“Just get out of here, Roran.”

“They want the aether stone. And it’s not just them⁠—”

“Get away from here,” his father said. “We got greedy. It was a mistake. And now we are paying for it.”

With that, he gave Roran a shove, then strode along the parapet.

They had gotten greedy? Roran thought he understood, though. All of this was tied to the shards and the elixir that had been used for the festival.

His father thought they were the reason this had happened. Not because an aether stone had fallen. Not because of a celestial shard—or the one in Roran’s pocket. And not because there was a Sky Hunter.

Roran knew he needed to help, so he brought the elixir to his lips and took a swig. He’d grown accustomed to the warmth, then the cold. He ignored what his father had told him to do, instead moving along the parapet and looking for the Sky Hunter. He had to find him some way, though he didn’t know what he could do once he did, if anything.

As he walked along the parapet, he saw where the stairs should have been. The entire front section of the rock had fallen away.

Scavengers continued working their way up the stone. With some of his strength replenished, he pointed and targeted his voidheart energy at the Scavengers. Control over that power proved easier. There was still a wildness inside of him, and it was difficult for him to fully control it, but now that he wasn’t worried about whether he would distract somebody else or disrupt what they were doing, he was less concerned about releasing that power.

He targeted again. And again. And again.

Each time he did, a Scavenger fell.

As they tumbled down the rock, Roran realized the unfortunate nature of that, and the fact that he could have coordinated better to avoid disrupting the power of the flamehearts or the stormvoices or the earthbound that were all attacking. He wondered what would’ve happened if there had been frostforges here. Maybe they could have frozen the wall by creating a band of power that would make it so the Scavengers wouldn’t be able to scale it.

But now…

There were limits to the power of his people.

Roran had his own limits. He was barely even an initiate, so his limits were more than most.

Several more Scavengers scrambled up the rock. He targeted them, but each time he did, he grew weaker and weaker.

He took another swig of the elixir. He wiped his mouth across his sleeve, and then, rather than wobbling too far on the parapet, he simply dropped down to his knees and continued pointing. He was mumbling to himself, he knew, and he could easily imagine just how wild he would seem if someone came across him.

“Roran?”

The voice sounded familiar, and Roran tried to look up, but then several more Scavengers began to move up the rock. He pointed again, making a strange sound as he did. A burst of power came from him before the Scavengers fell.

He had no idea how long he could hold out, or whether he could maintain this pace, but if nothing else, he intended to keep fighting.

“Roran,” the person said again, this time a bit more urgent than before.

He managed to look up, sweeping his gaze over to them. “Hey there, Steran,” he said.

“What are you doing?” Steran stood a few paces away, and Roran could feel the heat that built from him. His brother would periodically turn to the ridgeline and send power streaking down.

Roran noticed a flask hanging around Steran’s neck.

“You have elixir,” Roran said, and realized just how slurred his words were. He felt off as well.

Steran looked over. “What was that?”

“You have elixir.”

His brother ignored the comment.

Several more Scavengers began to move up the wall. How were there so many?

He thought about what Tiveran and Lunal had said about them, about how they weren’t necessarily controlled by the Sky Hunter but were summoned by the power that brought the Sky Hunter.

Roran turned to the side to hide from his brother as he took another swig of his elixir. This time, it did seem as if it helped his mind. He hadn’t realized that he’d been losing focus.

Maybe he had been exerting himself too much. He needed to be careful.

He got to his feet and took another drink before using any of his power. He stood still for a moment and tried to gather himself.

“You shouldn’t be up here,” Steran said. “I know that you want to know what’s happening, but we are barely holding on. It’s taking everything we can do⁠—”

“Not that you can do,” Roran said. “Nothing that you’ve been doing, or any of the others have been doing, has made much of a difference.”

As soon as he said it, he wondered what his brother might do in response to that.

“What did you just say?” Steran asked.

“It’s been me,” Roran said. He pointed at the Scavengers again, and then he pushed a little bit of his power outward.

Why shouldn’t he? He was the one helping, wasn’t he?

He couldn’t hide it, not any longer. It was time that his people knew he had a celestial ability. Not only did he have one, but it was useful.

He was the reason the Scavengers had not reached them yet.

He flicked another burst of his voidheart ability outward, and a Scavenger fell. He did it again and again, and each time he did, more of the Scavengers were knocked away.

Steran just watched.

Roran continued to become weaker. He couldn’t stay here and battle with the Scavengers, not after all that he had already done, and not with the threat of the Sky Hunter still looming.

“What are you doing?” his brother asked. “Are you disrupting everything that we are doing?”

“What?” Roran blinked, trying to focus his mind. “Disrupting what you’re doing? No. I’m hitting the Scavengers.”

“The what?”

Roran shook his head again. He needed more elixir, but something warned him about telling his brother that he had some with him. He turned, facing away from his brother, then took a quick drink before hiding it underneath his cloak.

Roran turned back to Steran. “I tried to tell Father. He didn’t want to listen. I dealt with these down in the basin when they were chasing after the aether stone I found.”

“You found an aether stone?”

“I know that you’re not going to believe me, but I did. I also found a celestial shard,” he said, patting his pocket, “and I was attacked by these Scavengers.”

“If you were attacked, then how did you make it back?”

“Because I had help. There are other people who were chasing it as well. And there’s something worse coming, Steran. I know that you don’t want to believe me, but something else is coming. Someone powerful. He’s called a Sky Hunter, and he already killed Master Matthew. I know that Father thinks this is because the Seekers got greedy, but it’s not so simple. It’s not just the Scavengers. There is something worse—someone worse—coming. And we have to deal with him.”

“We are dealing with it,” Steran said. “You cannot.”

Roran shook his head. “I might be the only one who can. You and the others don’t have the right kind of power.”

He thought about what Lunal and Tiveran had claimed, how they had made it sound as if Roran and his people were too primitive. He never would’ve thought that they were, and he didn’t feel they were, but perhaps instead their power was primitive.

“And yours is the right kind of power?” His brother took a step toward him.

Roran moved back. He had to be careful. He was standing on the parapet, and he didn’t want to fall.

“Did you bring them here? Is it your way of proving something?” Steran asked, gesturing to the Scavengers.

“Now you think I was the one responsible for it? Father seems to think that it’s his fault.”

“I would’ve thought the same thing, at least until you showed up, doing what you have been doing. Now I wonder if it has something to do with what you were doing.”

His brother took another step toward him, and Roran backed away again.

Steran watched him carefully. “What do you have? Under your cloak. What do you have?”

“I have⁠—”

“Do you have elixir?” The venom in his brother’s voice was strong. “I’ve been trying to tell everybody that you needed to try to understand what you could do, and how you can control it, and you went and took elixir? What’s your goal here, Roran? Do you intend to touch the stone? It won’t work. You have to have control before you can do that.”

“I know,” Roran said. “But I also know that if I suppress what I am, and my celestial ability, I’m going to do more harm to myself than if I just try to gain control over it. That’s what I learned while I was out there. There are others beyond the basin who know much more about our celestial abilities than we do. And they understand how to control them much better than we do.”

“Now you are starting to sound like Mirael,” Steran scoffed.

The Scavengers were moving too close. Roran couldn’t wait. He flicked his finger, pointing at them, and then a trail of darkness shot from him toward three of the Scavengers.

Taking down three of them was simply too much for him. All of this was beginning to be too much for him. He pulled the jug up to his lips and took another drink.

His brother’s eyes widened. “Those of us who can use our celestial abilities are going to need that to protect the fortress,” Steran said.

“I’m the only one who can do something,” Roran snapped.

And then, with irritation surging through him, he drank the rest of the elixir.
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Roran wasn’t sure what he had expected.

Heat washed over him, almost incapacitating. He struggled with it, and couldn’t focus on anything as the pressure and the heat built inside of him, a fire that threatened to overpower him. There was no cold, not the way there had been before. He dropped to his knees, and then Steran was there, catching him.

He felt the heat of his brother wrapping around him. The jug of elixir was swatted out of Roran’s hands. It crashed down the side of the parapet, dropping to the stones below where it shattered.

Thankfully empty, Roran thought distantly. Where was the cold? Where was the part of him that could respond to the elixir?

Steran dragged him forcefully until they reached the bottom of the parapet, where his brother shoved him away.

“Steran?”

It was his mother’s voice.

“Do you know what he did?” Steran asked. His voice was rising, and anger tinged it. “Do you know what he’s done? He’s responsible for this, Mother. I know you thought that eventually he could gain some control over his ability, and I know you wanted him to try to learn about it, but⁠—”

“She wanted me to suppress it,” Roran said, sitting up and rubbing his chest.

Gradually he started feel something else besides the heat. Maybe a little bit of cold? He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but the power began to change.

What was it? It reminded him of the stone-on-stone sound of the Scavengers, but this was more like a steady drumming. It was almost as if his heart were beating more loudly than it normally did. And maybe it was responding in time to the overwhelming amount of elixir he’d just consumed.

Roran had no idea what would happen to him, or whether he had drunk too much and changed his celestial gift. It was entirely possible that he had overwhelmed his body’s ability to retain it.

And Master Matthew had warned him, hadn’t he?

His father approached. “What is this?”

Roran needed to get to his feet. He was still tired and weak, and he still couldn’t quite make out everything that was happening around him, but increasingly, he couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to try to better understand everything that was happening around him.

People were gathering. Most of them were low-level members of the school, and with a quick sweep of his gaze, he saw why. The higher-ranking people were all arranged on the wall. Probably all with vials of elixir around their necks, the same way his brother had.

“He had a jug of elixir,” Steran said, “and he intended to touch the aether stone. He’s going to drain it.”

“That’s not what I was doing,” Roran said. “I was trying to help.”

He took a step toward his mother, but when he saw his father’s hard gaze, he hesitated.

“I told you what I found,” Roran said, raising his voice. He needed others to know. If he was going to be accused, then he was at least going to speak his mind. Speak his truth. “There was an aether stone down in the basin. The aether stone attracted these creatures out here, which are called Scavengers, and they are pursued by another entity called a Sky Hunter. I went down to see the aether stone, and when I came back to tell my father about it, I was dismissed. When I returned to see the aether stone, there were people out there. They were trying to take it, and they knew how to fight the Scavengers. I returned here after they left, thinking that they would draw the Scavengers and the Sky Hunter away, but apparently the Scavengers found their way back here.”

“Because of you?” his brother asked.

Roran shook his head. “I didn’t do anything. Look. The aether stone is still glowing. It’s not me. And it doesn’t even matter. I’ve touched an aether stone already, and nothing changes with it. It might dim a bit, but its light comes back. When I touched the aether stone in the basin, nothing happened to it.”

Even that wasn’t necessarily true. Something had changed. It had compressed, and its power had linked to him in some way. That was what Tiveran had believed.

But if there was a link between him and the stone, could he use that power now?

No, he didn’t think so. It would be too far away. Maybe the link had been severed the way that Tiveran had hoped. But without it, Roran didn’t think he would have nearly enough strength to do anything to challenge the Sky Hunter.

“He had elixir,” Steran said again. “And⁠—”

“How did you get the elixir?” Roran’s mother asked, striding toward him. She pushed past his father and leaned over him. “How did you get it?”

“Master Matthew.”

“Where is he?”

He swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. “He was outside the wall. He was there with me when the Sky Hunter came, and⁠—”

His brother started to laugh, and Roran looked up, hurt by his brother’s reaction more than anything else. He had thought that Steran believed him. He had thought that Steran wanted to help him. Train him.

Irritation began to fill Roran, and surprisingly, a sense of cold began to come with it. It was almost as if the irritation helped him draw more of it, causing the heat to fade and the power to change. “I can help with the Scavengers. And when he comes, I’m going to have to help with the⁠—”

An explosion thundered from the northern wall.

Roran staggered back. Others turned, already beginning to draw on their celestial powers. But Roran knew what it was. He knew that they wouldn’t be able to do anything.

The Sky Hunter had come.

Roran strode forward, but his father grabbed him by the jacket and shoved him back.

“You will not disrupt our defenses,” he said.

Roran growled. “Your defenses aren’t going to work against him. He knows how to handle flamehearts and stormvoices and frostforges.”

“He can’t handle our numbers,” his father said.

Roran stood there, unable to speak. Did his father really think they were that strong?

Then again, why wouldn’t he? Everything he and their people had done had told them that they were that strong. Everything they had experienced through the years had suggested that they had the power and the capacity to withstand anything that came into the basin. And they had.

But his father had made it clear that the Seekers had known about the Scavengers, and had avoided them.

The only person that Roran had ever met that had thought there was a greater power beyond what the people of the basin could wield was Master Matthew, and he was known as a wild, somewhat crazed old man who stayed at the school because he didn’t have any other place to go.

But Master Matthew was the only one to have really known.

Roran watched as the line began to form. It was reasonably effective, he had to admit. Flamehearts were mixed with stormvoices, and the occasional frostforge joined in. They all had weapons, and they all marched forward toward the crack in the stone.

Still, the Sky Hunter was coming.

Gray fog swept inward. He wondered what sort of celestial ability the Sky Hunter had and whether it was similar to what he himself could do, the way that Tiveran seemed to think.

Did it matter? The only thing that really mattered was that Roran was not powerful enough. None of them were. None of them were anywhere near Tiveran’s level, and Tiveran claimed that the Sky Hunter surpassed his.

But Roran could not stand here and do nothing.

His parents might disagree with the power he had been given. His brother might accuse him of misusing it, or even leading these creatures here. Yet they were still his people. He didn’t have to be happy with them, and they didn’t have to be happy with him. He was going to do whatever it took to defeat this threat.

He reached a flat opening. The fog billowed in, and then the darkened shape of the Sky Hunter became visible.

Roran focused on the cold, drawing it into him. He called only a little bit. He needed to be careful because he didn’t have much more elixir remaining. If he used the last of it, then there may not be any other way to recover.

But what more could he do here, anyway?

Diminish what the Sky Hunter can do.

Maybe he could weaken the Sky Hunter enough that the other attacks would be effective. That was the only thought that lingered in Roran’s mind, and he didn’t know if it would work, but what choice did he have? It was the same technique that he had been using on the Scavengers.

He targeted the Sky Hunter, sending small, compact bands of his voidheart ability outward at him. This time, however, there was a different sort of reaction. It was almost as if a bit of pressure pushed against him, preventing his voidheart ability from working as it should.

Fog still moved toward Roran. Even as he blasted at the Sky Hunter with his voidheart ability, the fog didn’t fade, and nothing changed.

Roran didn’t have enough power. He had not progressed enough.

Maybe if he was adept level, or even explorer level, he might have been able to do something to weaken the Sky Hunter’s abilities. But as an initiate, Roran simply did not have enough strength. He didn’t have enough experience. He didn’t have enough knowledge.

And he did not have enough power.

Even so, he sent another burst of shadows outward. The Sky Hunter swept the fog toward him in a tight band, and it overpowered everything that Roran had done.

What was he thinking?

He didn’t know enough. He couldn’t control his power, and he’d barely begun to learn about it. So what did he think he could do?

Before he knew it, the Sky Hunter strode straight toward him.
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Fog built up again, and there was a distinct energy within it. Roran pushed with everything he could, hoping he could strike the Sky Hunter, but every attempt that he made failed. He didn’t have enough strength.

“You,” the Sky Hunter said, his voice carrying.

Roran could not do anything. He wanted to get away. He wanted to hide.

This whole time, he’d been thinking that maybe he could have a hand in this fight, but now that he had an opportunity to do that, he wanted nothing more than to run away from it.

“You,” the Sky Hunter said again.

Roran straightened. He still had some voidheart energy inside of him, and at this point, that was about the only thing he thought he could take advantage of. He had some strength, some connection, and, he had to admit, some power. He needed to use that, didn’t he?

He attacked with his voidheart ability.

There was no reason for him to think it would work. He didn’t have any real power, but he had an ability that could be effective if wielded correctly.

So as the Sky Hunter moved toward him, Roran called upon the cold inside him. He had to find it. He had to use it. He had to do something that would make a difference.

But it surprised him that the Sky Hunter was striding toward him and not toward the aether stone.

A pair of flamehearts stepped toward the Sky Hunter, wanting to keep him from getting to the aether stone, where they seemed to think he was heading. Roran doubted that they could. It wouldn’t make any difference. He knew better.

“You need to get away from here,” his mother urged. “I don’t know what’s happening, and I don’t know why this thing wants you, but you need to go. I can’t let him take you.” Her eyes were dark, and there was real fear in them. “I’ve already lost your sister. Your father couldn’t keep her safe.”

Roran smiled sadly. “Mirael would’ve done what she wanted to do. She was always strong, confident, and determined, and she wanted me to be the same.”

And now he could be, couldn’t he? This was what he had to do. Not just for himself but for his people. For the village. For the fortress. For the entire basin.

“I’m sorry, Roran. I thought I could protect you. You have a different celestial ability. I thought that⁠—”

“If I suppress this, I’m going to die,” he said, watching her intently. “And if I don’t do anything here, if I don’t use it, others are going to die.”

She took a deep breath, looking over to the Sky Hunter. “Maybe Mirael was right. Maybe we’ve hidden in the basin too long. Maybe it’s time that you use what you have been given.”

The others were at least holding the Sky Hunter at bay, but it would be very brief, he knew. He didn’t have much time. The Sky Hunter was dispatching them quickly. It took little more than a wave of his hand and they were falling away from him thanks to the power he wielded. It was too potent. They were trying, but nothing they could do was enough.

“I need more elixir. I have a shard that I found⁠—”

“You found a shard?”

Roran reached into his pocket and took it out. “I found this,” he said, showing the shard to his mother. “I tried to tell Father about the aether stone I found, but he didn’t believe me. Then I found a shard. I thought that maybe if I could purify it, or maybe somehow use it, I might be able to become strong enough to counter these threats.”

“There’s another way,” his mother said. A burst of flame shot out from her, streaking over toward the Sky Hunter. He was deflecting every attack easily now. “It’s not one that we use often, but if you focus on your ability, you may be able to draw that power inside of you. It’s an old technique. Not one that we use, mostly because very few can, but if we don’t have time to make an elixir or get you any, then you need to try this.”

She sent another blast of fire at the Sky Hunter, who was getting closer.

“You want me to draw the shard into me?” Roran asked.

“What do you do when you focus on it?”

He looked past her and he pointed, sending another blast of his voidheart ability at the Sky Hunter. It was delaying the man, but it was doing little more than that.

“Focus,” his mother snapped.

There was another shattering of stone, and then the familiar sound of rocks scraping together.

Scavengers.

They were getting close.

Pretty soon the entire school, the entire town, was going to be overrun. And the moment that happened, Roran had little doubt that anybody would be able to do anything. Not even him, he didn’t think.

“I have to focus on the blankness of the wall,” he said. “When I do that, I can call the cold into me.”

“Pretend the shard is the cold,” his mother said. “Call it into you. And be ready.”

She strode toward the Sky Hunter, bringing a small vial to her lips and swallowing it. The moment that she did, flames crackled in the air around her. Power erupted, far more than Roran had ever seen any flameheart wield before. This was the power of an adept level.

And it still wasn’t enough.

Chaos reigned around him.

How was he supposed to find the calm, and the emptiness, of his mind?

A cry caught his attention, and he saw that his father had fallen to the ground. Steran stood over him, using his flameheart ability, but it looked as if it were sputtering compared to what his mother had conjured. Even altogether, it might not be enough to hold the Sky Hunter back.

Not only that, but Roran could hear the crumbling of stone as the Scavengers continued their climb.

He closed his eyes. He had to shut everything out. He had to find the emptiness.

He had to find his voidheart ability.

Roran thought about climbing, what it took for him to find his way up the side of a mountain. With every thought, every mountain he climbed in his mind, he began to feel some of that calm begin to settle inside him. Then everything relaxed.

He felt the warmth of the shard. And he pulled on it.

Heat flooded him, but as it did, it began to twist, becoming something a little different. It was not just warmth, but warmth laced with cold.

Power settled in Roran, and it flooded his veins. It flooded his entire being, and he could focus on nothing else. Just that power as it worked through him, spreading rapidly.

He gasped.

There was darkness around him. Cold flowed through him in a way that was as painful as the heat he had felt when he had consumed elixir.

Some part of him was beginning to change.

And he realized something about his ability. The voidheart ability was not about destroying power. Not the way that his family, and others from the fortress, felt. It was about claiming power.

In the past, he had dispersed power. What he needed to do with the Sky Hunter was not to disperse his power, but to claim it—and hold it—against him.

A part of him felt different. More vibrant, even. He thought about what Mirael had said about the transition from initiate to explorer, and how a person would change. She had told him that it was about understanding the ability and how it worked. Was that what was happening?

The emptiness, the calmness, came more easily. Roran also felt the depth of that voidheart ability. He felt the intensity of that power inside him. It was much vaster than it had been before. So much more significant, so much more powerful, and simply so much more.

He had changed. He was certain of it.

For so long, Roran had feared that he was never even going to know what it was like to be an initiate level, but now he was certain that he was close to reaching explorer level. And as an explorer, maybe it meant he could have enough power to do something to at least challenge the Sky Hunter.

He didn’t have to defeat him, did he? He just had to slow him. He had to take away some of his power. He had to give the others a chance to battle him, to combat him. To harm him.

Roran opened his eyes.

So many people were down. Too many.

Those he cared about, such as his father. His mother still stood, but now his brother was crouched down, holding his head. Others who had arranged themselves in front of the Sky Hunter.

The gates to the fortress had been thrown open, and Scavengers flooded in. People fought them, sword against creature, and they were at least holding them back, but they wouldn’t be able to do it for long.

They were not strong enough. None of them were strong enough.

They were going to lose everything.

Unless Roran could find control.

Understanding was the key to the initiate level, but control was the key to becoming an explorer.

He had the elixir. He had absorbed the celestial shard.

He readied himself.

Roran could handle Scavengers, but what he needed was to deal with the Sky Hunter.

As he started toward the man, a rippling band of gray energy washed outward from the Sky Hunter. Roran reacted by trying to release his own connection to his voidheart ability. He pushed harder than he had before, and he felt something deep inside him, some sense of cold that was blooming differently than it had before. This was the shift to explorer. There was more power available to him, though even that was not infinite, he knew. And yet, despite knowing that there was a danger to doing so, Roran pushed even more, because he knew he had no choice. He had to use as much as possible. And he had to expand his capability as much as necessary.

He forced that energy, that voidheart ability, outward, and it expanded away from him like a fog of his own.

When it cleared, Roran stood motionless. The power within him fluttered, but it was not gone—not the way it had been when he had used it before.

Everything inside the walls of the fortress was quiet. Even the Scavengers had fallen silent. Only the Sky Hunter remained.

Him—and Roran.

“Good,” the man said. “You.”

“What are you doing? If you just want the aether stone, then take it,” Roran said. His people would be in trouble, they would suffer, but they would be able to find another aether stone, wouldn’t they?

“Not the stone. You.”

And then everything within Roran went cold.
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All around him, he saw the signs of the destruction, he felt the chaos that had built around him, and he knew deep inside that there was nothing that could be done. He could try, but he would not be able to summon the power that he wanted. He knew he wanted power, but it was not there for him.

And yet, he could feel the power of the Sky Hunter.

Roran reached for his sword, feeling a little ridiculous.

The Sky Hunter started to laugh, then took a step toward Roran, who took a step back.

“Do you really think you will be able to avoid your fate? I will claim you. You don’t even know what you have, do you?”

“Voidheart,” Roran said.

The Sky Hunter cocked his head to the side, and in a way, the movement reminded him a little of what Tiveran had done when he had noticed the Scavengers coming. Tiveran had tilted his head to the side too, as if listening. But now it wasn’t as if the Sky Hunter was listening. It was as if he was studying Roran, trying to decide what he wanted to do.

“Voidheart? Is that what your people want to call it?”

“That’s what they call it, yes,” Roran said.

He could feel the cold and the emptiness. He could feel the void. Though he wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it, he was aware of some part of it, some deep energy, and some emptiness. The connection was different now that he had progressed to explorer, and he wished that he had an opportunity to celebrate that achievement the way others did. He hadn’t been there for Steran’s most recent celebration, but he had, however, been there for his sister. Her ceremony had been magnificent, and it had made it so that he’d wanted nothing more than to have a similar opportunity.

“A strange place this is,” the Sky Hunter said, striding toward Roran. “A strange place for someone like yourself. Usually they do not choose someone in such remote locales.”

“They?”

But even as he said it, he thought that he understood. The Sky Hunter was talking about the celestials. A celestial had somehow chosen Roran?

That couldn’t be the case, though. If it was true, Roran would expect to have felt something more from the voidheart ability. Something significant.

But hadn’t he been given a gift—a real gift—in a way that allowed him to protect his people?

He was a voidheart. He had power.

The Sky Hunter took another step toward him, gray fog spreading from him. When it came closer to Roran, he pushed some of the cold of the voidheart energy out from him, and was met with resistance from the Sky Hunter’s power.

What if he didn’t push through it, but instead pulled on it?

He thought about claiming power, the realization that seemed to be the key to what he could do, but it didn’t work.

That wasn’t the key. But claiming power felt right. That was how he had come to the necessary realization of what it was that he could do and what it was that he needed to be.

So how could he stop the Sky Hunter?

He kept pushing while holding on to his voidheart ability, but he was still met with resistance.

The Sky Hunter laughed. The sound was cold, dark, dangerous, and it put Roran on edge. “Good,” he said. “You’re starting to see some of the potential that you have. But you are still so inexperienced.”

He took another step forward, and his fog swept toward Roran. Something within Roran warned him. He stumbled backward, and he fell. Cold swept through him, creating a buffer of resistance.

He had to fight, but how could he fight against something, and someone, that was much more powerful than him? He was only an initiate.

No, not an initiate. Not anymore.

He was an explorer. He was certain of it.

If he had more time, maybe he could get the control needed to become adept level.

And beyond that…

Beyond that was impossible to even conceive of. Or at least, it had always been before he had met Lunal and Tiveran and learned about what was beyond the basin. About the possibility, and the power, that existed beyond all that he knew.

Mirael had known, though.

Mirael had wanted to understand.

And he needed to be like her.

He crawled backward, thinking that there had to be some way for him to handle the Sky Hunter. But his progressed ability was not strong enough. Not on its own.

The thought of claiming power stayed with him.

Then an idea came to him. The aether stone. It wasn’t far. If he could reach it, maybe even connect to its power, he could draw on it. On the other hand, maybe he didn’t even need to. Maybe he could use the one he had already linked to, even if that power was distant.

He didn’t want to destroy the power of the aether stone that was here. But if he did nothing, the Sky Hunter would reach it, the Scavengers would claim it, and the fortress would fall anyway.

Roran scrambled to his feet and ran toward the aether stone, which emitted a sense of warmth. He heard the awful sound of the Scavengers crawling over the stone. He heard the fighting, the crying, and the dying of the people around him.

If he did nothing, that was all there would be: destruction.

That was not what the celestials wanted from him. Not with a gift like this. He needed to claim power.

So he leaned over and touched the aether stone.

When he did, he felt an unexpected surge. It was as if he was touching the other aether stone, only this one didn’t feel quite as potent, somehow. Still, it connected to him. Cold burned through him, and it expanded until it was all he knew.

But it was not only that cold.

When he touched the aether stone, he also became aware of something else.

It was almost as if the power of this aether stone somehow augmented the link that he had to the other one.

Power began to work its way through him. Cold—impossible cold—flowed into him.

Could he use it?

If he didn’t, he knew what would happen.

The Sky Hunter strode toward him. “Do you think this one little shard is going to make a difference against me?”

That word, more than anything else, shattered some of Roran’s concentration, and it took everything in his nascent power to force himself to concentrate. Shard?

“I’m not going to let you hurt anybody else here,” Roran growled.

The Sky Hunter kept moving, and Roran started pushing. Drawing. Claiming.

That power radiated outward, and he felt it reaching the Sky Hunter and disrupting what he was doing. And though he thought that he was using a considerable amount of power, it still was not nearly enough against someone of the Sky Hunter’s level.

“Did you really think you could stop me?” the Sky Hunter said.

Did it have to be just Roran, though?

There were others here—adepts, explorers, and even initiates—who could help.

But first Roran had to use his voidheart ability.

He pushed even more, and that cold began to expand, exploding away from him.

That energy struck the Sky Hunter with a measure of control that Roran would not have had even a day ago. The time he’d spent dealing with the Scavengers while working with Master Matthew had shown him how to control his gift to the point where he had quickly mastered it.

Roran forced all of that cold, all of the voidheart ability that he could summon, through the aether stone at the Sky Hunter.

The man staggered from the force.

“Interesting,” he said.

Around him, Roran was aware of others beginning to fight, more than they had before. Flamehearts, stormvoices, and earthbound all began to attack the Sky Hunter. Blasts of heat, lightning, fire, and even ice battered him, all while Roran continued to push what he could through the aether stone, claiming power from it as he was able to disrupt everything that the Sky Hunter did and force his power to falter.

Roran used whatever power he had left and pushed against the Sky Hunter.

Fog swirled. Roran couldn’t tell if it was his or the Sky Hunter’s, but perhaps it didn’t matter.

An explosion rocked the earth. Fires raged. Lightning lit up the sky.

There was a terrifying roar, and for a moment, Roran thought that despite everything that they had done, they still would not be enough. The explosion shattered everything around him, leaving the air charged and him trembling.

The fog lifted slowly.

When it did, the Sky Hunter was gone.

Roran stood, still holding on to the power of the stone, afraid to let it go. He could feel it coursing through him, and he thought that maybe he could use it to disperse the Scavengers. Maybe he could take care of everything here.

“Let it go, boy,” a familiar voice said.

Roran blinked. “Tiveran?”

“Everything is under control now. We’ve got it, so let it go.”

“I…”

Tiveran nodded. “I know. Let it go.”

Roran lifted his hand from the aether stone. He looked down and realized that the stone had dimmed as he had been gripping it. Slowly, gradually, it began to regain its light and its vibrancy. And it might just have been Roran’s imagination, but it didn’t seem quite as bright as it had been before.

Did that mean he had drained some of the power out of it?

Maybe.

If so, it meant that his people were going to need an aether stone soon.

It’s a good thing I found one.

That was the thought that went through him before he collapsed to his knees and fatigue overwhelmed him.
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Roran came awake to the smell of smoke laced with something else. Something unusual that he couldn’t quite place. He wasn’t exactly sure where he was except that it was a simple stone room. It wasn’t his bedroom, and it wasn’t any place that he remembered having been before.

As he sat up, a slight cough came from nearby.

Roran blinked and looked over. “Lunal?”

“Well, there you are,” she said, shifting in her chair. She had her sword resting on her lap, and he couldn’t be certain, but he suspected that she was drawing on power. It was dangerous for her to be here, he thought. “Tiveran thought you needed somebody to be here when you came around.”

“Did you take me away from my town?”

“What? You think we abducted you?” She grinned and then leaned forward. “What would you do if we did?”

What would he do? Better yet, what could he do?

Probably not a whole lot of anything. He simply did not have the power, the experience, or maybe even the desire to do anything.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“You’re in a quaint little village situated on the side of the mountain, located behind a wall that actually bought you enough time to keep your people protected.” She sat back and laughed. “No. We didn’t abduct you. Can you imagine? After what happened here, we would just snatch you away?” She leaned forward again. “Or maybe we will.”

“Enough,” Roran said, swinging his legs down. He was glad that he was still dressed. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Only a couple of hours. Tiveran was surprised that you were able to use the other stone. Especially from that distance. He felt it, you know.”

“He felt what?”

“Whatever it was that you were doing. You were drawing on it,” Lunal said.

“I didn’t realize I was.”

“Well, it happened a while ago, and the feeling seemed to come in waves. At first, Tiveran wasn’t sure what it was. We were almost to the pass entrance by the time he felt it, but then it began to come more regularly. The first time was the most potent, but it started to fade after that. It took Tiveran a little while to realize what it was.” She shook her head. “We thought getting some distance between you and the stone would sever that connection. Maybe it still would have, but he realized that if you were drawing on power like that, there would be only one reason: either you were not aware that you were doing it, or you were doing it because there was a need. And I suppose it’s a good thing we decided to come back.”

Roran took some time to process what she was saying. His mind still didn’t feel like it was working the way it should. “You came back?”

“Well, we had to. There were quite a few Scavengers at the base of that rock. Thankfully, they were all weakened. I think it was the last wave, anyway, so we dealt with them, made our way up, and thought we were going to have to fight some of the Scavengers inside your town, but even that wasn’t too bad. That your work?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe?” Roran rubbed a knuckle against his forehead. “Everything feels hazy and foggy, and I’m not sure about most of it. There was a challenge dealing with the Sky Hunter.”

“Right,” she said, “about that. How did you stop him? He’s powerful. Even Tiveran thinks he is.”

“I think I used the aether stone in my village, and it connected me to that aether stone. Yours. And then I was able to oppose him.”

“You know it’s not our aether stone,” she said.

Roran snorted. “Fine. Whoever it is that you’re collecting it for.”

“Oh, we were collecting it, but I don’t think it makes a difference any longer. It’s not ours. Now it’s yours. You formed a link to it, and that link is too potent. We won’t be able to sever it. Even if we could, Tiveran isn’t sure it makes much sense to do so.”

“I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

“I don’t think you did. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s intrigued by what you can do, and how you do it.”

Roran didn’t know what to think about that. But curiosity was the one thing he could still feel. “So what now?”

“Well, now it’s a matter of seeing what you want to do,” Lunal said.

“I want to recover.”

What he really wanted to do was to keep sleeping.

“There might not be time for that,” she said.

“Why not?” Roran asked.

“I was staying here because Tiveran was answering questions in your village. And there have been a lot of questions. A lot,” she said, then chuckled. “You know how Tiveran can be. Well, maybe you don’t know how he can be, but he generally isn’t a fan of people pestering him with the kinds of questions that your villagers have been pestering him with. He’s been trying to answer them as easily as he can, but it’s been a real pain.” Lunal shrugged. “It’s probably going to be better when you get out there, although I still can’t believe your people don’t like what you can do.”

Roran understood. There were going to be questions in the village. Questions about what it meant to have outsiders around. Questions about whether they could go beyond the pass. And maybe questions about whether his sister had simply left, rather than the alternative that they had all long believed.

“I think they fear what I did. Or what I could be.”

“I don’t know what to say. Your people are a little⁠—”

“Primitive?” he asked.

“I wasn’t going to say that,” Lunal said. “I was just going to say that your people tend to be a little superstitious.” She threw her arms up. “But who am I to judge? Now. Are you well enough to get out of here?”

He stood and tested his balance, wondering how wobbly he might be. He was reminded of just how weak he’d gotten after using the voidheart energy, and how the elixir had strengthened him. “I don’t suppose you have any elixir?”

She shook her head. “Not like you might need. Anything I have is probably too strong for you.”

“Too strong? Even for an explorer?”

She frowned. “An explorer? Well, would you look at that.” She reached under her jacket and handed him a small vial of purple liquid. “Just a drop or two. Anything more than that will set your insides on fire.”

“And make me explode?” Roran asked.

“I’m not promising anything. But maybe.”

He snorted.

“Anyway,” she said, “just a drop or two. I wouldn’t use more than that.”

He took a small sip and was careful to take only two drops, like she suggested. It did make him warm inside. The heat that flooded through him was considerable and almost overwhelming. He licked his lips, and after a moment, he felt that heat bubbling in him in a different way. Finally, that warmth began to fade.

“How does that feel?” Lunal asked.

“It’s unpleasant. It feels a little like the elixir we use, but more intense.”

She chuckled. “Unpleasant. I suppose that’s one way to describe it. It’s not really designed for an explorer level, so I don’t know what it’s going to do for you. Or to you. Maybe restore you a bit more rapidly than otherwise, but I can’t be too sure.”

He handed the vial back to her. “Thanks for letting me have a chance with it.”

“Of course.”

He took a deep breath, then let it out.

Lunal looked over to him. “You’re going to have to choose what you’re going to do.”

“You know, you could be a bit clearer with what I have to decide,” Roran said.

“Are you going to stay here and deal with people who don’t necessarily like what you are and what you can do, or are you going to come with Tiveran and me and see what it is that you might become? Either way, you’re going to have to choose.”

He hadn’t even thought that going with them was a possibility.

“You would let me come with you?” he asked.

“Tiveran believes that you need to,” Lunal said. “He’s not going to make you, but he thinks you would benefit by coming with us.”

“So what happens if I do?”

“First we have to get out of the basin. The pass out of this place is a challenge. Not because of Scavengers, but you’re going to have to learn to fight better than you do. Although, if you have gained a level of control over your celestial ability, maybe it won’t matter as much. You might be able to help quite a bit.” She frowned. “Didn’t think about that.”

“So, what, I become Tiveran’s student?” Roran asked.

She nodded. “If he takes you on, and if you want to. But there are things that you can learn.”

“From him? Such as?”

“Such as about what you can do with that celestial ability of yours. Such as what it means for you to have that power, and whether or not there’s anything you even want to do with it.” She shrugged. “Or you can stay here. Your people are nice enough, it seems. But there’s more to the world, Roran. Much more. And it’s going to be up to you to decide if you want to see it.” She motioned to the door. “Ready?”

He wasn’t sure. Was he ready? He didn’t even have his sword anymore. He didn’t know what had happened to it, as it had gotten lost at some point, but maybe he didn’t need it.

No. He knew that wasn’t true. If he was going to go with them—and was he really already thinking that he was going to?—he was definitely going to need a weapon. Especially if they went through the mountain pass, where there were dangers.

But were those dangers going to be any worse than what he’d already encountered?

Maybe the only thing that really mattered was that he needed to better understand his celestial ability and what it meant for him to wield it.

“He’s going to come back, isn’t he?”

“The Sky Hunter?” Lunal asked.

“Gravik,” Roran said. It felt better using his name, as if he were taking away some of the man’s power, even though he knew that wasn’t true. And it felt better to humanize him, because there was something about him that felt so otherworldly, and so powerful. Not only that, but there was also what the Sky Hunter had said.

He had known something about Roran. That was part of why he had come to the fortress.

He had also come for the aether stone. Roran was certain of that. The Scavengers had detected it and come hunting for the stone, for the power that was trapped within it. But something had chased the Sky Hunter away, but would that last?

And though Gravik was gone, would he return if Roran remained here?

Would others?

Roran couldn’t stay here and help his people. That much had been clear for a while, though he had tried to ignore the truth that had been in front of him. He had wanted to stay, to find a way to remain a part of his people, but perhaps the only way he would be able to protect his home would be by leaving—the one thing he had avoided all this time.

“He’ll come back, unfortunately,” Lunal said. She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “For you, or for the stone, or for whatever your connection is to the stone. He knows. And he’s not even the worst one.”

“How many are there?” Roran asked.

“How about we don’t go into that now,” she said. “Because I’ll be honest, that’s not the kind of thing you want to be thinking a whole lot about.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a little scary. Until you get stronger and more capable, it’s sort of like thinking about dying. Or at least, what I think about when I think about dying. It’s like this emptiness, and I think you deserve more than to think about emptiness.” She grinned at Roran. “Let’s go talk to your family, and then we can tell them that you’re leaving. I can’t wait for that conversation.”

Roran shot her a look. “Really?”

“Oh, I went through it with my folks, so I know how it can be. Especially since you can’t tell them exactly where you’re going, when you’ll be back, or even if you’ll be back. So. Now that you’ve decided to join us, let’s get going.”

Had he decided to join them?

He wasn’t convinced, but seeing her excitement and her urgency made it so that he went with her anyway.

Besides, there wasn’t anything for him here any longer. The answers that he wanted were beyond the basin—answers about what it meant for him to be a voidheart and answers about what his sister might have known.

So Roran followed, not only to face his family, but to face his future.


Epilogue


Isilara stood atop the rock, feeling the gusting of the wind and the biting of the cold, and she looked down. It took just a bit of augmentation to the storm to make out the distant village, and she was careful not to adjust it too much. While the so-called stormvoices there were not all that powerful, they were powerful enough that they would detect a change stirring the air. At least, she believed that they would.

Everything was chaotic, as far as she could tell, which was good. That chaos was useful.

And she had been surprised.

She used the chaos, of course, because it had been her intention all along to do so, and now that she held the celestial scroll that she had been after, she felt a niggling bit of regret about the necessity of all that had happened.

It hadn’t played out quite the way she had hoped, though it had worked, nonetheless. Sometimes a person had to adjust. That was what you learned when serving the Astralin.

And the scroll…

She’d been after it for a while and had known that it was there, but getting access to it had proven difficult. Despite the lack of advanced abilities, the villagers had managed to layer on more protections than she had anticipated. She had struggled to bypass some of them, short of taking a much more aggressive approach like this.

When the figure started toward her, she released the wind, also releasing the augmentation and her glimpse of the chaos of the village—and destruction, unfortunately—from view. Now was not the time to concentrate on such things.

The approaching figure was tall, and for one of his kind, he was relatively advanced and reasonably powerful. She had always known that she was going to need to handle him cautiously.

His cloak billowed around him, as did the pale gray fog of his power. She smiled at that. She’d seen that fog dispersed, and she wondered what he would think if he were to learn that a mere initiate had managed to do that.

Although, from the power that she had observed—from a distance, of course, and not any closer—it struck her as possible that the boy had been more than just an initiate. Maybe one at first, but had she seen the progression in his ability?

She couldn’t remember the last time she had actually witnessed someone progressing. And doing so while also tethered to one of the stones was quite intriguing. More than that, she would love to study it more, had she only the time.

“That’s far enough,” Isilara said to the one approaching.

He snorted. “Afraid that I might do something to you?” He stepped toward her. “Didn’t think the Astralin were jumpy like that.”

Isilara scoffed. “You and I both know that the Astralin would never come visit you in person. I am merely their steward. But then, you have failed in your task.”

He froze. “I failed?”

“If you came thinking that you would be compensated for your time, you are, of course, mistaken.”

“The job was complete,” he said.

“The job was to collect, and I see no collection. In fact, from what I saw, you were defeated by a boy.”

“I will go back, and I will carve through him⁠—”

Isilara raised a hand, cutting him off. “You will do no such thing.”

“You think to command me?” he snarled.

“You do not want to make an enemy of the Astralin,” she said. “Nor do you want to make an enemy of me.”

He took another step toward her, and Isilara just tsked.

With a burst of power, she wrapped him in bands and squeezed. It was a simple use of her abilities, and though he couldn’t see it—mostly because she masked it from him—she far surpassed his power.

“Enough,” she said, still squeezing.

He strained, attempting to break free of the bindings that she had him trapped in, but when he could not, she just continued to compress. He cried out, and only then did she relax her grip slightly.

“The job was incomplete,” she said.

She made a point of shielding the celestial scroll she possessed, but then, she could just use a blending technique and mask it altogether. Or at least, she had thought she would be able to. There was something about the pattern on the scroll that made it difficult. The lettering, perhaps, but it was something more that she would have to study. So she used a simple physical blockade to keep him from knowing what she had. And, she hoped, from knowing what role he had played in her ability to acquire it.

“You will not have time to go wandering into this backward village and cut down those who are so far beneath you,” Isilara said.

She released him then.

He shook off the power, and he glowered at her. “They are, which is why I want to show that child the mistake he made.”

“You will have your chance.”

“I will?” He frowned as he asked it, glancing back in the direction of the village.

Up here, where the wind was chilly and traces of ice had formed—though not around her because she prevented it from doing so—she wondered if he could even see anything. She understood the workings of his power. It was a requirement for her in her service to the Astralin.

“How so?” he asked.

“You will have your chance because he will not be here for much longer,” Isilara said.

“Now you believe that you can foresee things? Have the Astralin risen so high that they claim they are celestials?”

“I think you should be careful about the nature of your questions.”

“I meant no disrespect,” he said, this time more hurriedly than he had answered her before. “It was merely an observation.”

“He is leaving,” she said, “but he is not your concern. Your concern is the acquisition of something else. I believe you are a hunter, are you not?”

“You know that I am.”

“And you know that we pay more than they do. Especially for someone of your immense skill.”

He frowned again.

“So here’s the job, if you will take it,” Isilara said.

As she shared with him what she wanted, his frown faded and a dark smile began to form on his face.

“If the boy is hurt in the process, I won’t be held accountable,” he said.

“Of course not,” she said. “He’s inexperienced, and you will be held blameless. But you will get to them before they reach the Curator.”

“It’s not going to be easy.”

“I’m well aware. Which is why the compensation is what it is.”

They negotiated a little longer, and when he finally left, she watched him, relief filling her. It was painful having interactions with hunters like him. Painful, but necessary.

She glanced over to the village once again, shifting the wind to look at it more clearly. Then, with a burst of power, she took to the air and departed.
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The next book in The Celestial Path: Stormvoice.
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Where celestial power shapes destiny, Roran Los has become a voidheart. Can Roran find an even greater purpose?

As he struggles to control his unique gift, Roran finds himself thrust into a dangerous journey beyond his isolated basin.

Pursued by powerful forces and accompanied by unlikely allies, Roran must navigate treacherous landscapes and uncover ancient secrets. With the threat of the Astralin looming, Roran's growing abilities may be the key to igniting long-dormant relics and reshaping the balance of power.

But as Roran delves deeper into his voidheart nature, he faces a crucial choice: will he use his power to protect those he loves, or will he become the very threat he seeks to overcome?


Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading Voidheart. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

Review link HERE.

All my best,

D.K. Holmberg

p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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www.dkholmberg.com
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