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      The fortress had more places for remaining Hith—or an assassin working on behalf of the Trilan—to hide than any palace I’d visited throughout the years. There were rooms off rooms, and many of them were so small, only a few people were able to squeeze into them at once. And best as I could tell, they served no purpose except to confound the architects tasked with building them and the poor servants occupied with keeping them clean. Then there was the space between the walls, what could only be spy corridors, though there were no spies within the fortress. I knew that much, at least.

      We’d stayed. Not only because I wanted to better understand why the Vicenz valued this place enough to have continued using it, but because the rest of the Jahor people we’d rescued from the yard weren’t ready to travel. Now that we’d freed them, they wanted stability. Strange that they would choose this place to make a home.

      I hurried forward, my footsteps thundering along the stone, looking at the portraits lining the hall as I often did when passing through here. They were faces that looked both familiar and foreign to me. Some had features that left me wondering if they were Jahor, or whether they only appeared to carry some of the Jahor characteristics. Others were so different that I couldn’t fathom their ethnicity.

      Today I didn’t have the luxury of time. I was late.

      When I reached the door, I hesitated, gathering myself as I took a deep breath and focused. What I wanted was to pull on the sense of elaron deep in my mind. It was a connection I could reach, but I had found it much more difficult even after coming here. Better than it had been before, but still distant. It was there, buried in some part of my mind, but not as close to the surface as I needed it to be.

      On the other side of the door, though, I would need it.

      Pushing it open revealed a small room, little more than a closet with a table and a few wooden chairs; three people waited for me.

      Shae was the most familiar. Her dark hair was pulled back behind her head and she flashed a broad smile as I entered, one that was almost reassuring. I wasn’t entirely certain I shared in that reassurance, though I was determined to pretend I did.

      Tolsar was a younger man with a wild shock of red hair who we’d been working with. He’d come to us out of the forest, and after much interrogation to ensure he wasn’t with the Hith or Vicenz, we’d discovered he had a connection to the elaron. There was a natural talent within him. Perhaps not as much as what Shae possessed, but he could be powerful if given time to develop. He was thin, almost wiry, and looked to have been underfed. In the last few weeks, he had started to fill out, but he had much room to go.

      Erich, a larger man with a strange scar along his throat that he’d never explained, watched me with the most suspicion. Coldan had brought him here, and at the time, Coldan had questioned whether or not he should have, despite my frequent reassurances that anyone who had the necessary potential needed to be brought to us. If we were going to rebuild, and if we were going to find a way to push back the return of the war, we would have to take anyone with talent.

      The only problem I had was that I didn’t know if we had enough talent.

      With the way the Hith and Vicenz had been attacking, and the nature of the power they’d used on us, I couldn’t help but wonder if we stood a chance. We didn’t have enough of us, and we didn’t have enough strength, though that wasn’t going to stop us from trying.

      “You finally came,” Erich said.

      Shae shot him a look, though he ignored it. Either that, or he just didn’t see it. When Shae offered a look like that, there wasn’t much one could do to ignore it. She pushed power into her expressions, the kind of power that seemed to convey her utter disappointment. It was the kind of look I wanted to ensure I didn’t get from her anymore.

      “I’m sorry I’m late. I was trying to center myself before I came.”

      “Center yourself?” Tolsar asked.

      I nodded. “That’s often the first step in finding your way to power. You’ve all got power. That’s why you’re here. What we need is for you to be able to reach it consistently.”

      Until Erich had come, Shae had been the one with the most consistency. She had been able to reach for her connection to the elaron with frequency, and I’d been able to work with her, even when I couldn’t reach power of my own. It would be easier when—and if—I could reach for that power, but there was no guarantee it would ever return to me the way that it once had.

      I had come to terms with it. I had no choice but to do so. Still, there were times when I longed for the power I’d once possessed, knowing if I were to have it, I might be able to do much more than simply attempt to teach. I might truly be able to offer the lessons that would make a difference for them. For all of the Jahor.

      They were all seated in chairs facing one wall, waiting for me.

      “What I need you to focus on today is finding something within yourself you fully associate with. It could be a place. A time. A memory. Even an idea. Whatever you’re looking for has to be something that you can call your own.”

      “What do you use?” Erich snapped at me.

      I smiled. “Mine is easy. And difficult. I try to focus on what I want to do to help the people I care about.” My smile faded. “I’ve failed as often as I have succeeded, which is why I’ve lost my connection to the power. That’s why I’m here with you, so that we can all reach for it together.”

      At least, that was my hope.

      I thought the more I taught, the more likely I’d find a way to reconnect to that power. So far, it was there, a faint memory most of the time, stronger only in certain moments. What I needed was for that strength to be more consistent so I could call upon it at will, the way I used to. That was part of the reason I was here. In this place, I had first discovered my connection to the elaron, and I had to believe that in this place, I would find that consistent bond again.

      “I’ve been trying to do what you suggested,” Shae said. “When I try to focus on helping people, I don’t reach it. It’s only when I think about what happened to my family, and to those I cared about, that I can feel it coursing through me.”

      That had been my concern with her. She had power. The fact she displayed it as easily as she did told me she possessed power—and likely it would be considerable power. What worried me was how she managed to reach it.

      Her specific connection meant she was tied to a different aspect of elaron than I was. Mine was a binding connection, a part of the magic that had brought me toward the other Jahor. It had been there so that I could offer them protection. Power. Violence, when it was needed.

      What she had was only a desire for vengeance.

      There was a place for that. With everything we had to face, I knew there was a place, and I knew she deserved to have the vengeance that she sought, but she needed to control it in such a way that when she didn’t need vengeance, she could still reach for the power she wanted.

      “We have to find another way,” I said.

      “Why? It works.”

      “It works now.” I turned to Erich. “The same way as your anger makes you strong now.” It was anger that had brought him to Coldan’s attention. Because of his anger, we’d seen the power within him, and we both began to question whether there was anything we would be able to offer him. There would have to be, especially if we were going to try and find a way to rebuild what we’d lost, but the nature of his anger was such that neither of us was quite sure what to make of it. “In order for you to have more, for you to be more, you need another way to reach your potential. If I’d had a different way, I wouldn’t have lost as much as I have.”

      Let them learn from me, if that were possible. When it came to Shae, I was more optimistic she’d be able to learn from my mistakes, but Tolsar and Erich were more of a mystery. With Tolsar, we didn’t even know what it would take for him to be able to find that connection on a regular basis. He displayed flashes of it, nothing more than that, and certainly not enough to make any of us confident he’d be able to reach for the elaron consistently.

      “What would you suggest for me?” Shae asked.

      “We have to find another answer for you. I don’t know what that’s going to be, but I suspect you can uncover it. It’s within you, if only you have the strength to look.”

      I smiled as I said it, knowing her well enough to realize challenging her strength would be a way to coax more out of her. I hadn’t learned how to draw the best out of the others yet.

      She frowned but said nothing. I hadn’t expected her to speak. Around Erich in particular, she preferred silence. Shae wanted to prove herself, wanted to prove she had the necessary connection to elaron that demonstrated she belonged here. Neither of them understood that having any connection to elaron proved they belonged. They didn’t need power.

      “What I would like from all of you is to try different kinds of focus. It doesn’t matter what it is, only that you work on finding a focus. Test them to see if there’s one that works better for you than another.”

      “What about you?” Erich asked.

      I smiled. “I will do the same.”

      “You said your focus was tied to wanting to help the Jahor.”

      “It had been. Perhaps it still is. The problem is finding an alternative that will work.”

      I had to believe that would be necessary, if we were going to accomplish what I suspected would be required.

      They moved into a neighboring room, taking up space in different parts. The room was empty of anything that could be damaged, though I doubted any of us would draw upon enough strength to cause significant damage.

      Closing my eyes, I tried my focus.

      The easiest and most familiar was reaching for that sense of connection to others, that sense that demanded I find a way to connect and protect. It might be easiest, but it was often unsuccessful.

      This time, there came a stirring of that power.

      There had been a time when I would have described the stirring as something of a surge of energy from some deep part of my being, but I knew better now. The stirring was a part of me, the same way my power was a part of me. The elaron and the ne’rash. Both converged within me. Both were a type of power I could hold on to, if I could find a way to reach them.

      The stirring faded.

      It left me with nothing. An emptiness.

      I could summon the necessary anger to find the ne’rash power, but there was no purpose in it and I didn’t have any reason for the anger. The only thing I had was a desire to offer the healing—the help of the elaron.

      Taking another breath, I tried to find that power within me, but I struggled, the same as I had ever since this had all begun.

      In order to face the Trilan, I needed to find a consistency of power. He—or she; I didn’t know and hadn’t any experience with the Trilan other than the visions I’d had since first reaching for the power of the ne’rash—would be strong enough to pose a danger to me and the others.

      That was if I were able to reach others.

      When I looked around the room, I found Shae concentrating. She set her jaw, power filling her with a faint white light. It was a surge of energy, though unfocused, the way so many were able to reach power at first. It took time to find the focus necessary to use that power in a meaningful way.

      Erich stared at the hearth. Much like the rest of the room, the hearth was intentionally empty. I didn’t want anything here that would pose a danger to us were someone to set off an explosion of power. Though with Erich, he hadn’t shown enough of an ability to use his power in any truly dangerous way. There was power to him, but most of the time, it was a controlled sort of ability that remained tightly bound within him.

      Tolsar was one I wanted to try and reach, if only so I could understand the nature of what he was capable of doing. There were times when I could feel the power he had access to, then there were others when it was faded and vague, making it difficult to recognize. I watched him, looking to see if there was anything useful that I could add to his knowledge and understanding of the elaron, but I still hadn’t uncovered anything. We would need for him to find that key.

      “Keep working,” I said.

      Erich looked over at me, annoyance plain on his face, but the other two nodded.

      After heading out of the room, I made my way through the fortress. There were others who needed me to work with them, but they didn’t have nearly the potential of those three. They were Jahor who had power but couldn’t fully reach it.

      I marveled at the fact that we were here. This had been a place where I had once been tormented, a place where the Hith and their servants had once tried to destroy me and others like me. Coldan had been here, suffering alongside me.

      Now… now it would be something more.

      “I know that expression.”

      Turning, I smiled as Coldan approached. He was a massive man, and though he didn’t always believe it, the elaron filled him, giving him extra strength and power. “What expression is that?”

      His eyes narrowed and he flicked his gaze behind me. “What happened with her?”

      “What makes you think anything happened with her?”

      “I told you I know that expression.”

      Taking a deep breath, I shook my head. “I’ve been trying to work with them the way we discussed.”

      “Because you need to work with her.”

      “I am not disagreeing with you.”

      “You aren’t now. That doesn’t mean you didn’t before.”

      I could only smile as I shook my head again. “I’m not disagreeing with you. It’s difficult to try to help them gain their understanding of the elaron when my own understanding has slipped.”

      “Only because you let it.”

      “You say that as if you have some great knowledge of what’s required to reach that power.”

      “Haven’t you always told me I was connected to it?”

      As I looked at Coldan, at the massive curved blade strapped to his side, the sharp dress, I couldn’t help but feel his connection to the elaron. Those of the Order, like him, were able to draw the power into themselves, making them stronger, but they weren’t able to use it externally other than through their swords.

      “You are connected to it. What we need to do is find others like you.”

      “Shae is like me,” he said.

      “She might be.”

      “I’ve been working with her,” Coldan said.

      I hadn’t known that. With the size of the fortress and everything I needed to do these days, I couldn’t know everything, even though I wanted to be as informed as possible. “I suppose that’s for the best.”

      “She has some talent with the sword. There’s anger in her, too.”

      “That’s what I’m concerned about.”

      “I seem to remember you have anger in you.”

      “It’s that anger the Trilan attempted to use. I was able to balance it with my connection to the elaron, but someone who isn’t as tied to their power might not be able to do so effectively.”

      “Then you have to help her find her connection.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

      “What about the other two you think have the most potential?”

      “I’m still working through what their power will look like. I don’t know. Erich has as much darkness in him as Shae, and Tolsar… I’m not sure about him.”

      “Do you think it’s odd that all of the people you’ve identified as having potential have that darkness within them?”

      “I don’t know that it’s odd or whether that’s what we need. At this point, and with what we’re facing, it might be that’s the way the elaron is manifesting itself.”

      That was my hope, at least. There was another possibility, one I didn’t want to share with Coldan, but one that could be even more dangerous for us if it were true. There remained the possibility that the power of the Hith, that of the ne’rash, had begun to change, shifting so that others were able to draw upon it more effectively.

      “I was looking for you because there’s something you need to see,” Coldan said.

      “There’s always something I need to see.”

      “This is different. Are you able to come or are you too busy?”

      I looked around the hall before settling my gaze back on Coldan. “Do I look busy?”

      He shrugged. “You don’t look busy most days, but then I see you scurrying around and keeping yourself occupied, so I don’t know. Maybe you’re busier than I realize.”

      “I’m trying to set preparations.”

      “To keep the Trilan from infiltrating the fortress.”

      “It’s more than just keeping him from invading the fortress. We need to keep him from infiltrating our minds. The Trilan is powerful. When I first began to discover my connection to the ne’rash, there was always something lingering at the edge of my mind. A distant sort of energy. When I first sensed it, I thought it was because of the power I was trying to reach. I had some experience with finding power in that way. Over time, I came to understand there was something different to it than I had known.”

      “How can he get into your mind?”

      I closed my eyes. There were times when I wondered if the Trilan was still with me. There were times when I wondered if he’d burrowed so deeply into my mind, he could never be removed. As much as I wanted to pull that power out of me, I didn’t know if there was anything I could do to prevent him from dipping into my thoughts. There were barriers I had attempted to place, but those barriers depended upon my being able to effectively reach for the elaron. Until I had consistency with it, I didn’t know if I would be safe.

      “I don’t know if he ever left.”

      Opening my eyes, I saw that Coldan was watching me with concern upon his broad face. “I can’t keep you safe from this.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t.”

      He clenched his jaw a moment. “Maybe you don’t need to be troubled by this.”

      “By what?”

      “There are things you don’t need to be involved in. Here I thought you were just flittering around and trying to find your magic, but what you’re dealing with is darker.”

      “You knew it was.”

      “I knew you’d faced darkness, but I thought you’d found a way past it. Callah knows we’ve all faced our share of darkness over the years.”

      Some of us had faced more than our share, though I knew Coldan understood that. If anyone could understand, it was him. He’d been at my side for so much of what we’d dealt with. It had changed him and me.

      “Show me what you wanted me to see,” I said.

      “I’ll show you, but don’t you go thinking you’ve got to race off and deal with this yourself,” he said.

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you thinking you have to handle all of this. So promise me you’ll work with us.”

      When I looked up at him, I noted the earnest expression in his eyes and the set to his jaw that told me he was determined to keep me from doing something he didn’t want me to do. Whatever that might be. When it came to Coldan, if he believed I might act when he didn’t want me to, he would take every step he thought necessary to prevent it.

      “I promise you.”

      He nodded as if it were settled and started off through the fortress.

      At first, I thought he would lead me through the fortress to some part of it that I hadn’t explored. I had attempted to search as much of it as possible, wanting to know if there was anything within it that would create a danger to us. We didn’t know what surprises the Hith might have left behind. Thankfully, we hadn’t uncovered anything more than a few guards who had thought to hide when the fortress had fallen to us, but there was a part of me that continued to question whether there might be something more within the place. If Coldan was looking, that reassured me. If anyone would uncover something more here, it would be him.

      Instead of stopping in the fortress, he continued onward. We reached stairs heading down, and from there, out of the fortress on the northern side.

      This side faced the forest.

      The western side of the fortress abutted what had been the prison yard. It was empty now, but there were memories for many within the fortress of what it had been like when they’d been imprisoned within it.

      “Why here?” I asked Coldan.

      “There’s something out here you need to see.”

      “Hith?”

      “Not Hith.”

      He guided us into the forest and down a steep slope stretching away from the fortress. As we plunged into the forest, trees blocked the view of the building, making it nearly impossible to see. There was a small trail here, and I realized that Coldan wasn’t the first to have come through here. Not many others would have come, though. The trail had overgrown, with plants creeping along it, but it was wide enough that we were able to make our way, and it was stable enough that we didn’t slip as we went.

      “How much farther do we have to go?”

      “You’re afraid of spending time in the forest now?”

      “With you?”

      The other man chuckled. “I might beat you and leave you here. Then I could go back and claim I was the Volatar.”

      “You’re welcome to the title.”

      He turned and looked at me with a deeply serious expression. “No one is replacing you.”

      I smiled at him sadly, repeating words that had once been said to me. “Eventually all of us must be replaced. The challenge is finding the right person so your work doesn’t go undone.”

      Coldan watched me for a moment more. I could tell how much this line of conversation troubled him. He had believed in me even when my connection to my power had faded. He had always believed in me. Then again, it was not surprising, given what we’d gone through over the years. We had suffered together, and we had triumphed together. There had been a time when we thought that we had brought our people out of the darkness of war. In that time, we had believed that we wouldn’t have to fight again.

      How foolish we had been.

      “Not much farther now,” he said. He was breathing heavily and a joke came to mind, but since coming to the fortress, neither of us had been much in the mood for joking as we normally would have. He had been content leading the others and trying to offer some type of training, but he had taken to it with a fervor I hadn’t seen from him since the earliest days.

      Perhaps that was the problem. We needed Coldan to be more lighthearted. We needed me to be the same. We had suffered enough darkness that it might be time for us to be the ones to bring the light.

      “Are you plotting my death?”

      “I’m trying to keep you from dying,” he said.

      We paused at a stream. There was something familiar about it from when I’d spent time in this forest long ago. Crouching down, I cupped my hands together and took a drink. It was cool and pleasant. There was a sense of this land within the water, something that flowed over my tongue, filling my mouth.

      “Why did you really bring me out here?”

      “Not much farther,” he said.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me?”

      “If I told you, you might not have come.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t know how much to make of this.”

      “If it’s important to you, I’m going to come out here to see what it is.”

      “Just follow me, will you?”

      I wiped my hands on my pants and followed.

      We veered off into the forest, deeper near the trees. There was an increased density to the foliage near us, and once there, Coldan paused.

      The air hung with a stench.

      It was awful, though I wasn’t sure if it was some rotting animal or if it was something else. I didn’t detect any sense of magic in the air. That would have been a greater concern.

      “I suspect this is where you wanted to bring me.”

      Coldan nodded. “I came across it by chance. I was patrolling the fortress—”

      “All the way out here?”

      “The fortress might be back there, but if we don’t keep a patrol of these lands, then someone might be able to sneak up on us. Think about how we moved through the forest after our escape.”

      “Have you found anyone?”

      “Not Hith, if that’s what you’re concerned about. I found people like Tolsar and Erich. There’ve been a few others, but none of them have much of the same potential.”

      I smiled to myself. Even though Coldan denied having much of a connection to the elaron, he spoke of it in ways that told me everything that I needed to know. It was stronger than he let on.

      “Then what is it?”

      “I started to smell this as I got closer. I didn’t know what it was. I thought maybe it was the remains of some animal. There’ve been wolves prowling through here, so it wouldn’t have been too surprising to have come across one of their kills, though wolves generally don’t leave anything behind.”

      “What is it?”

      “You’re not going to like it.”

      He stepped forward and moved aside what I thought had been a solid canopy from the trees. As he did, I saw what it was.

      Arranged in a grotesque display were three bodies.

      Two of them were male. One was much larger than the other. The third was a younger female.

      They were dressed in simple clothing. Dark fabric. A curved sword rested on the ground near the largest of them. I didn’t need to get much closer to know the purpose of it, though I didn’t know whether there was any power that could be generated by something like this.

      “You shouldn’t get too close,” Coldan said as I stepped forward.

      “Because you think I’ll somehow be infected? This was designed to represent us, Coldan. I need to know what they were planning.”

      “I just wanted you to see it. Not get close to it. I don’t know what they were thinking here either.”

      It was strange.

      There had been a vision in one of my dreams that matched this scene. Perhaps not exactly, but close enough that I could recognize what they were trying to prove.

      This was the Trilan.

      Which meant he had people active near us.

      That was what he wanted me to know.

      There had to be something more to it, though. Some other purpose greater than only his desire to prove his prowess.

      If they were Jahor, I should have protected them. My failings were the reason our people hadn’t been safe. Had I only been able to maintain my connection, my power, then I wouldn’t have to fear what the Trilan might do to them.

      Moving ahead, I crouched in front of the body representing me.

      Taking a deep breath, I released a slight trickle of power, thankful that using this much of the elaron no longer eluded me.

      It flowed from me, letting the body glow softly. There could be no healing, but there was the possibility they had committed the sacrifice in such a way as to trap greater power. The Trilan and the others like him weren’t bound to a specific kind of power, not the way I and the Hith were. He had other magics, many of them dark, that would allow him to use the power he possessed to ensure that he would be able to intimidate me.

      That was how he’d reached so far into my mind. That had been some aspect of the elaron, using the Place of Knowing, but there was something else mixed with it. That wasn’t something I had learned in my time with that dark magic, though I had been focused on destruction at the time.

      “What are you looking for?” Coldan crouched behind me, though a step back, as if he were uncertain about getting too close to the body.

      “I’m trying to determine whether there’s any tracing of magic I might be able to uncover.”

      Even if there was, it might not matter.

      The power here was strange. Twisted and dark.

      That much I could feel, though I didn’t know much more than that. I could sense the way it was twisted, and I pushed out with the elaron, letting it flow through the body to see if there was anything else it might lead me to. There was not.

      Turning to the body representing Coldan, I did the same.

      As that sense of power washed through him, there was nothing that would suggest the key to power. Nothing other than what I had already detected.

      That left the body I suspected represented Shae.

      Did the Trilan think I was more concerned about her than others?

      When we had discovered her, it had been at a time when I still wasn’t entirely certain what I would do, or whether there was anything I wanted to do.

      Letting the elaron flow from me, finding that it was easier here, there was a strange tingling when it struck the body.

      I gasped.

      They weren’t dead.

      Pushing more of the elaron out from me, I let it flow as rapidly as I could, trying to offer whatever healing there might be, but that power seemed to have limits.

      “Help me,” I whispered to Coldan.

      “What is it?”

      “She’s not dead.”

      He grunted. “No one can live through what happened to her. Look at her, Hevith.”

      Blood covered her face, dripped down her body, and coated her clothing. It stained it, smearing across it. As I looked at her, trying to understand what had been done to her, I looked for signs of life—breathing or any sort of movement—but there were none.

      Nothing other than what I detected by pushing elaron into her.

      It was a trap.

      Withdrawing my connection, I leaned back.

      “We need to burn this. All of this.”

      “Burn it?”

      I got to my feet. The trail of elaron still seeped out from me, into the woman.

      The Trilan had sent her.

      He had wanted me to use power like this.

      Not only as a trap, but I suspect as a test. I didn’t know the nature of the magic he employed, but the Trilan had access to a different sort of power, one I would have to understand if we were going to succeed. It was more than defeating the Hith. More than finding the Trilan.

      “Are you sure?” Coldan asked.

      “We have to do it or he’s going to know more about us.”

      “You said she was still alive.”

      “Magically alive,” I whispered.

      That was what the Trilan would have counted on. He would have wanted me to be soft when I needed to be hard. He would have counted on my desire to protect, when in this case, the only way I could protect the others with me was by finding a hardness inside.

      Coldan set to work.

      I helped. How could I not?

      It was grim work, and neither of us spoke.

      When the flames started crackling, we pushed the bodies into the fire. First the body representing me. That one was gone and I didn’t have any tie to it, other than knowing the Trilan had wanted me to believe there was a reason to be bound to it. Then the one representing Coldan. We even added the sword to the fire. Lastly, we added the young woman.

      When we moved her, I told myself she was gone. Dead. There was nothing left of her.

      When her body started to burn, a scream erupted from her.

      Coldan reached for her.

      “No,” I whispered, grabbing his wrist.

      “Hevith?”

      “Look at her, Coldan. She’s gone.”

      “But she’s crying out!”

      “That’s not her.”

      As hard as it was for either of us to hear, she was gone. There was nothing of this woman remaining. Only her body.

      The scream came from something else. Somewhere else.

      I didn’t know what it was or what it meant, only that for whatever reason, the Trilan had used her. The sense of the elaron continued to pull from me until there was nothing.

      The screaming finally ceased.

      I watched the fire. Stared at it.

      I had no choice.

      The Trilan had wanted me to be here. Had wanted me to feel this power.

      Why, though?

      If it was a test, I didn’t know if I’d passed or failed. If it was something else, I couldn’t fathom its purpose.

      All I knew was that an emptiness settled inside me.

      I’d been forced to do this; there had been no choice.

      There had been other things we had done over the years, other darkness we’d encountered, but Coldan and I had always tried to be better than it.

      Perhaps that was what the Trilan wanted me to see.

      When it came to the kind of fighting he planned, there’d be no preparing for it. He would drag us into it, whether we wanted to be part of it or not.

      In the past, I had wanted to avoid the same dark tactics. That was before I had come to understand the ne’rash. That was when I had still been the Volatar.

      Now I was something else.

      There was darkness within me. I couldn’t deny it. I didn’t want to deny it.

      That darkness gave me power.

      I would use that power. Feed off that power.

      And the Trilan would know it.

      We had intended to travel north to find the tu’alan to help me regain my connection to the elaron, but that hadn’t been necessary. If the Trilan used his dark power in this way, we might be forced to go north for a different reason.

      Turning away, I started back toward the fortress. It was a few moments before Coldan joined me. Neither of us spoke the entire way back.
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      The wind picked up, gusting along the road in front of Hevith, carrying a scent of the pine trees on either side. Dust drifted along the road, the lack of rain over the last few weeks drying everything, leaving a slight haze that hung atop everyone and caked even the wagons and the horses. He wore a scrap of fabric secured around his face, covering his mouth and nose so he didn’t breathe it in. There were times it slipped and he coughed.

      He’d taken to walking alongside the wagon, wondering what his father would have said had he still been around. He wasn’t dead, at least that was what Hevith told himself, though he was gone. As far as he knew, his parents had ended up somewhere similar to where he had been. Hevith liked to think they’d gotten away, but with the Hith having attacked the caravan, he couldn’t be sure.

      “We’ll need to rest,” Karn said.

      Hevith looked over at him. He still didn’t speak much, but over the last few weeks, he’d come out of his shell more and more. It was almost as if Karn expected them to be captured again at any moment. There were times Hevith thought the same.

      “We need to get to a place along the road where we’ll be safe.”

      “The others are getting tired.”

      Hevith looked up at the wagons, toward the people riding among them. Weariness marked most of their faces, though it was a weariness born of fear from the last few months, or longer for many of them, and worsened by the possibility of recapture. None of them wanted to be brought back to the place from which they’d escaped. None wanted to suffer the way they had. All wanted a chance to get to freedom, such as it was.

      “We can rest when we reach a safer place to stop.”

      “How will you know when it’s safer?” Karn asked.

      Hevith shook his head. There wasn’t a good way to know. All he had to find was a place where they could be off the road for a little while, and that wasn’t going to present itself here, not where the trees surrounded them as completely as they did.

      “There hasn’t been anyone along this road for days,” Karn pressed.

      There hadn’t, which should have made Hevith feel better, but the part of him that felt a responsibility for these people didn’t allow him to relax. The last group they’d encountered had been soldiers. Though there had only been a few of them, that had been enough to know there was still danger along the road.

      “We still need to be cautious. We don’t know why we haven’t seen more people than we have.”

      That was what troubled Hevith. They hadn’t veered off the main road leading away from the prison. Not because they hadn’t wanted to—all of them wanted to be somewhere other than this road—but because with the wagons, they needed to stick to the roads and there weren’t any other roads for them to have taken.

      Most were too tired to walk after everything they’d gone through, weary from the travels and the fear of dying and the torment and starvation. Without the wagons, they would have needed to abandon many of the people, something Hevith wasn’t willing to do.

      Karn watched him, looking as if he wanted to say something, before nodding.

      It was still strange to Hevith to have Karn defer to him like that. Karn had been one of the first to speak to him in the prison yard, and during that time, he had chastised Hevith for taking a more active role. At first, Karn had been right in trying to tell him not to push too hard. It was a way to danger. Over time, Hevith had come to realize that it was only through opposing what had been done to him that he wouldn’t be changed and corrupted.

      Sunlight had started to fade. Before too long, they’d be traveling in the darkness, something Hevith knew was dangerous. Not only with the risk of the soldiers—in the darkness, they wouldn’t know if anyone was coming—but because while the road might be well traveled and hard packed, it was also heavily rutted. They’d already lost a wagon and had to squeeze the people from that wagon into the others. He didn’t think they could afford to lose another.

      Hevith found Alicia in her wagon. Her dark hair was smoothed back and she looked over at him, pain still filling her eyes. In the days since they had left the prison, she had still not fully recovered from her injuries. Mother had attempted to heal her but claimed there were limitations to just how much healing she was able to offer. Hevith wished there was more that could’ve been done for her, more that would offer her the ability to recuperate, but for now, she would have to recover naturally.

      She lived. It was more than some could claim.

      “How are you doing?”

      Alicia rolled her head toward him, smiling. Hevith could tell it was a forced smile. “As well as I can, I suppose. The road isn’t the smoothest,” she said.

      “It’s better than if we were moving off the road,” he said.

      She clenched her jaw. “Mother has offered me as much as she can,” she said.

      “I’m trying to guide us as carefully as I can,” he said.

      “I know you are.”

      He leaned toward her, wanting to touch her and reassure her, but shook his head. That wasn’t his place.

      They might have grown closer in the time since they’d left the prison, but there was still a distance between them.

      “If you need anything…”

      She forced another smile. “If I need anything, I know who to ask.”

      Hevith took a deep breath and stepped away from her wagon, closing the door.

      Climbing back atop the lead wagon, he nodded to Morad. He was an older man, grey streaking through his hair, and like so many others had grown thin and malnourished from his time in the prison. The weeks they’d been freed had helped, though they still didn’t have enough food for everyone to eat nearly what they needed. Without finding some place to acquire supplies, Hevith wasn’t sure they would be able to get enough. It might require they resort to stealing, something he worried would draw more attention to them.

      “How much farther do you think we need to go?” Morad asked. He had a slow drawl that Hevith had thought came from wherever he’d once lived, but he’d discovered it came from an injury he’d sustained while in the prison. At some point, his lip had been split and hadn’t healed quite right.

      “I don’t know. I don’t like staying on the road at night.”

      “Not many places we can stop. Yarshin isn’t far from here.”

      “You know it?”

      Morad frowned slightly. “I know it. Other than moving straight ahead, we’ve only found that one turnoff.”

      Hevith leaned forward, trying to peer into the darkness. “And that wasn’t even completely safe.” That had been a night they’d encountered more of the soldiers. A pair of them, but they had thought to attack. Strange, considering how outnumbered they were. “I’d prefer to get off the road.”

      “Are you surprised we’ve only seen them coming from the west?” Morad asked, irritation in his voice.

      Hevith didn’t know why Morad would be annoyed with him, but he had seemed that way from the moment they’d escaped the yard. Maybe he had wanted to stay.

      There had been no soldiers coming from the east, the direction they’d come from. It was almost as if the soldiers had decided to leave them alone, as if there was no point in trying to pursue—unless they’d injured more of the soldiers at that fortress than Hevith had realized. Mother had unleashed her strange type of magic upon them, and they had gotten to safety because of it.

      “If we give them more time, they’ll come from both directions. That’s why I want to get us off this road.”

      “Why north?” Morad’s tone softened.

      There had been others who’d asked him about his desire to travel north, but not Morad. Hevith hadn’t many conversations with the man, though he’d proven himself a capable wagon driver.

      “There will be safety in the north.”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      Hevith forced a smile. “I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

      Taking a seat on the wagon, he looked all around. The trees had begun to thin out, though not so much that they’d have an easy time navigating through the forest in the wagons. Were they on horseback, it might be a different story, but they didn’t have enough horses for everyone. Even if they did, Hevith wasn’t sure everyone would be able to ride.

      He fell into a quiet sort of trance as they plodded along the road. The wagon swayed beneath him, a comfortable sense, and he could feel the way it moved, drifting from side to side, a rhythm to it that he’d known his entire life.

      “There’s movement out there,” Morad said, almost reluctantly.

      Hevith stared into the darkness, trying to see where the other man pointed, but couldn’t tell. “Are you sure?”

      “My eyesight hasn’t failed me yet.”

      Hevith looked over at him. His eyesight hadn’t failed him, either, but that didn’t mean he was able to see anything along the road. His experience with Mother left him wondering if maybe there was another way those like Morad and some of the other wagon drivers were able to see as well as they had.

      “I’ll go ahead and look.”

      “You do that.”

      Hevith flashed a smile and climbed down from the wagon, jogging off along the road. It wasn’t long before Karn joined him, glancing over. Hevith had known he would.

      “What is it?” Karn asked.

      “Morad saw something.”

      “In this darkness?”

      Hevith shrugged, reaching for the short sword strapped to his waist. He didn’t know how to use it well enough, though the threat of fighting was often enough to deter anyone he came across. He didn’t want to get into a battle with anyone.

      “I’ve taken to trusting him when he says he sees something.”

      Karn unsheathed his own scavenged sword and moved along with him. They jogged forward, getting some distance between them and the wagons, to the point where they were little more than dark smudges behind them. The road stretched straight ahead, pines towering on either side, the scent of their fragrance filling the air. At least it was a pleasant aroma, so much better than what he’d known while in the prison.

      There was no sign of any movement ahead of him.

      There might be something, but Hevith still didn’t see it. With the light fading, and the darkness of the forest intruding, there wasn’t anything he could make out.

      Perhaps Morad should have come with him. This would probably only annoy him further.

      There weren’t all that many with them who hadn’t suffered considerably. Many were underfed and all were weakened. Hevith had held on to a certain strength, but he worried that it wouldn’t last.

      “Do you see anything?” he whispered.

      “There’s nothing. We should…”

      Karn stopped, his head darting from side to side.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      Karn shook his head. “Shadows. Nothing more.”

      “Shadows could be something more,” Hevith said.

      There came a distant rumble.

      For a moment, Hevith thought it might signify rain. It had been dry for so long that rain would be a blessing of a sort. Within the yard, they had known heavy rainfalls and had come to deal with them, knowing that it was often best to remain hidden beneath the guard overhang. The rains came regularly then, often enough that Hevith had come to predict them. Yet in the time since they’d left the prison, there had been infrequent rains. Rare. That was strange but had seemed a blessing. Until it hadn’t been one. Without the rains, they’d struggled to get fresh water. Finding a stream meant leaving the road. They had a few barrels in the wagons, and they had managed to keep them full of water, but how much longer would that be the case?

      The rumbling persisted.

      Not thunder, then.

      And if it wasn’t thunder, then it was something else.

      “Horses,” Hevith muttered.

      From the sound of it, there were quite a few horses coming, too. More than they had faced so far. Enough that he worried they would quickly be outnumbered.

      Hevith looked back toward the wagons.

      They wouldn’t be able to hide from this many riders.

      “Come on,” he said, motioning to Karn.

      “You aren’t going to fight?”

      There was something of a longing in his voice, as if he wanted the opportunity to fight. Strange, considering where he’d come from. Karn would have more than enough chances to attack if they continued to encounter others.

      What they needed now was to escape.

      When he reached the wagons, he whistled. It was a signal they’d all agreed upon, and it was one that could get everyone’s attention quickly.

      “We need to get into the trees,” Hevith said.

      “Why?” Mother stepped forward, still managing to look almost regal. She was older, thin, and with long, graying hair. The wrinkles within her face looked deeper than they once had been.

      “We’ve got a lot of horses coming our way. We won’t be able to fight, so we need to move.”

      “The wagons won’t fit into the trees,” Mother said.

      “They won’t.”

      “You would have us abandon them?”

      Hevith took a deep breath, focusing on what he could hear of the horses. The thundering persisted, and he could tell that it was getting closer. How much longer before it reached them?

      “We can abandon them for now. Unhitch the horses, lead them into the trees with us.”

      If nothing else, the recent lack of rain would make it difficult for the riders to know on which side of the road to look for them. And in the darkness, they might be able to hide.

      It was possible there was no reason to run from the riders. But the fact that they were out here along the road led him to wonder if they were soldiers. So far, those were the only people they’d encountered. And if they were soldiers, they would have to do whatever it took to keep ahead of them.

      People began moving, but not as quickly as Hevith wanted. There was no sense of urgency.

      “Help get them going,” he said to Karn.

      He ran off and Hevith started working with the horses. He unhitched some of them and moved on to the next, handing the reins to Morad. For his part, the other man watched Hevith, saying nothing.

      Slowly, they reached the trees. The thundering of the other horses began to build, and he couldn’t help but think they needed to move more quickly in order to get to safety.

      Ducking along the trees, Hevith stayed close to the road while others moved farther back, deeper into the forest. There was a steady murmur from many of them, but they began to recognize the seriousness of the situation and many grew quiet.

      “I don’t see anything,” Karn said.

      Hevith shook his head. The thundering had slowed.

      Which meant the riders had seen the wagons.

      How many would there be?

      Were he not as concerned for the others, he might have slipped off through the trees to see if he might be able to find how many people had come. If it was only a few soldiers, they’d be able to manage. They had managed against a few soldiers. Yet Hevith worried they’d come across more than a few. From the thunder they’d heard, it would have to be more. If only they still had some of the Firsters with them.

      There was no further sound.

      There would have to be something out there.

      Hevith looked behind him, worried that someone with him might make too much noise, but they remained quiet. At least for now. They had experience staying quiet. The time in the prison had trained them to remain hidden and as quiet as possible. It was a terrible lesson that they’d had to learn, but in trying to escape, it was valuable to them.

      “I need to see what we’re facing,” he whispered.

      Starting forward, he crept along the line of the trees, trying to stay as hidden as he could. He didn’t want to expose himself to whoever might have approached, though he could feel there was something out there.

      Karn stayed with him. Hevith hadn’t known whether the other man would or not. In the time since they’d escaped, he’d been with Hevith more often than not on these ventures, willing to risk himself. Hevith appreciated Karn’s support, but wished that he would not feel the need to act so dangerously at times.

      There was no sign of movement.

      Perhaps he should have brought Morad with him. He had managed to see something. There had been enough distance that he couldn’t help but wonder what Morad had seen. Unless he’d heard the riders, not seen them. That much Hevith could believe.

      “Anything?” He mouthed the question to Karn, trying to keep it as quiet as he could.

      Karn shook his head.

      There would have to be something. The rumbling had ceased, and unless the riders had gone off the road…

      They’d gone off the road.

      Hevith spun, darting into the darkness, heading toward the others. He had his sword unsheathed, ready for anything.

      What he wasn’t ready for was to see a dozen or more soldiers, all attacking with a violent abandon. People who’d traveled with Hevith fell.

      Anger filled him.

      Vard’s warning to him bubbled up. He had to be smarter than the anger, but use it.

      Darting forward, he slammed his sword into the nearest of the attackers. Pulling the blade free, he spun, turning to the next, carving through them. Karn fought near him, cutting down the soldiers.

      They were skilled fighters, but they didn’t have what Hevith had. They didn’t have his edge. He could control it. Work with it. Use it.

      The soldiers had snuck in behind him. He’d been concerned about what was out on the road and hadn’t focused on what might be getting past him and into the forest.

      They must have known. Either that, or they had seen the wagons and come looking.

      Many of the people moved away from the attack, but they didn’t do it very quickly. He tried to intervene, throwing himself in between the soldiers and their destination to cut them off, but there was only so much he was able to do. He tried to position himself so they would have to face him, but it seemed as if the soldiers were content to run after the slowest and most injured to cut them down.

      He had to get there and see if there was anything that he could do. It was up to him and Karn to intervene.

      Sound behind him caused him to spin.

      Hevith jerked around. Another dozen attackers were behind him.

      They had been surrounded.

      He and Karn weren’t enough to fight off this attack.

      Looking briefly behind him, he clenched his jaw. They had escaped, had a few weeks of freedom, and that was it? They’d be caught now?

      He wasn’t going to go out without pushing back. He would refuse to lose, not willing to lie down and accept defeat. If he were going to die, then he was going to have died trying.

      Hevith took a steadying breath and darted forward.
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      A sense of power built all around him.

      Hevith searched for the source of it. Perhaps Mother had decided to fight again, though she had made it clear that her power didn’t always work that well. When they had escaped from the prison, she’d used as much of her power as she had been able to, and because of that, she had saved so many of them. Would she be able to do something similar now? Did she have anything left?

      He didn’t have time to think about it. The only thing he could do was fight.

      The soldiers nearest him appeared skilled.

      Hevith lunged forward, swinging his sword.

      He used no real technique, not like he knew he would need to in order to succeed, but at this point, he only wanted to stop the soldiers from hurting too many.

      The sword cut through soldier after soldier.

      Hevith raced through them, cutting the men down.

      Whereas they had carved through the oldest, taking out the injured, the weakest, Hevith went after the strongest.

      He didn’t expect to succeed. In fact, he thought he’d probably die.

      Strangely, he was ready.

      Having been near death for so long, having the threat of his own demise hanging over him like a cloud for the entirety of the time he’d been in the prison, he no longer feared death the way he would have.

      And if he could save some of these others…

      The soldiers behind him began to move toward him.

      Were the ex-prisoners fighting back?

      That would surprise him. Mother might be fighting. With her control over her magic, that connection she had from her god, she might be able to withstand the attack.

      Hevith fought with a renewed urgency.

      He had no idea if there were others nearby and whether there was anything more he needed to be ready for. The only thing he did know was that he detected power around him. That was something he wanted to get closer to, in order to find if there was a way to use it.

      A massive soldier loomed in front of him. The darkness practically clung to him, but it was more than the darkness. There was a power that swirled around him, an energy that Hevith could feel radiating from him. All he wanted was to find a way to push against that power, to ignore it, but it seemed to call to him, something seductive and powerful.

      Hith. He had to be.

      Hevith swung the blade, carving toward the man.

      He ducked underneath it.

      The man took a step toward Hevith, glaring at him. He carried a curved blade, different than the one Hevith used, and it seemed almost as if the sword itself had a hint of power to it, as if the blade carried the magic.

      Hevith needed that sword.

      He could feel someone nearby and darted off to the side, trying to avoid the nearest attacker. As he slipped away, a sword whistled into the space where he’d been. Hevith spun around, bringing the blade up and at an angle. It caught someone across the chest and the man cried out.

      When he spun back, looking for the massive man with the curved blade, he was gone.

      That was who Hevith needed to find.

      Another two attackers neared.

      Hevith lowered his shoulder and crashed into one of them.

      He brought the sword up as he did, swinging it toward the man’s stomach and carving into him. Rolling off to the side, he kicked as the other man came close, his booted foot crashing into the man’s wrist. There was a satisfying crack and he ducked back, giving Hevith the time he needed to get back to his feet and sweep his sword around, slicing through the man’s leg. When he fell, he finished him off.

      Soft cries filled the night. Hevith tried to push those sounds out of his mind, focusing on the soldiers. On the fight. On what he needed to do. If he could find the others, he would be able to end this. All he needed was a chance to get close.

      He swept his gaze through the darkness, searching for his next target.

      There was no one.

      The large man was out there.

      Hevith backed toward what he thought were his people, but there was no sign of them. He’d been guided away, separated from them.

      Spinning in place, he looked for where they’d gone.

      In the darkness, he could barely make out shapes. Soldiers approached him.

      Hevith looked outward, trying to gauge how many there were. He stopped at five. It was more than he could manage.

      If he was going to die, then he was going to do so spectacularly.

      He would fight. He would bring down as many of these soldiers as he could. He would cut through them, trying to find a way to give his people a reprieve. If he worked quickly enough, he might be able to give them a chance to escape. Hopefully Karn was doing the same thing. From the sense of power he felt, he hoped Mother did as well. If they all worked together, maybe they’d be enough.

      Hevith darted toward the nearest of the attackers.

      The man was ready but he backed away, giving the two on either side of him the chance to sneak in and sweep their blades at Hevith.

      He jumped back, barely in time to get away from the blades.

      And right into another.

      Something pierced his back. Pain rolled through him, hot and angry and all too familiar.

      Hevith ignored it, but not the anger that came to him.

      Something came close.

      Hevith slammed into them and spun, driving his sword forward. It met resistance, and he spun away, drawing his blade free.

      There were still too many around him.

      Where was Karn?

      When they’d faced soldiers on the road, Karn had always been there with him, protecting him. Hevith had learned the other man was a skilled soldier. Perhaps that shouldn’t have surprised him. The Firsters had been proficient soldiers as well, and Karn had reminded him of them, though for different reasons.

      Someone lunged toward him and Hevith tried to get away from it. His back throbbed where he’d been stabbed, and his movements were slower than they had been. He wouldn’t be able to take many more blows. Already he could feel his strength fading. When it was gone, he was done.

      The time that he might be able to offer to those he’d rescued would be gone. He needed to keep fighting, if only so he could draw the assailants away. Give his people the time they needed.

      Hevith kicked.

      His foot connected, though he couldn’t see who he’d kicked. The darkness had grown too thick, almost absolute. The only thing he could see was the way the faint moonlight reflected off his sword. Even that was little more than a trickle of light. Not enough to make out anything.

      Movement near him caught his attention and Hevith swung again. The sword whistled through the air, turning him around, and then he struck something.

      He was rewarded by a soft cry, and so he kicked back. He spun again, moving away, trying to get out into the open where there would be more light to see where he was and what might be around him.

      Something blocked him.

      Distantly, he heard a shout. It sounded faint, familiar, and reminded him of his sister.

      He cried out. He wasn’t going to fall. He wasn’t going to let something happen to these people. His people.

      Light suddenly flared along the sword.

      It reminded him of what Mother did when she’d been using power. The light filled the clearing around him, revealing the seven remaining soldiers circling him. The suddenness of the illumination surprised not only him, but them.

      Hevith used that moment of surprise and hurried forward.

      The first two he struck weren’t ready for him. They fell quickly.

      When he spun, the man he attacked was readying for the fight but was still not fully prepared. Hevith cut him down, the blade sweeping across his stomach, carving through leather and mail as if they were nothing.

      The rest of the soldiers began to recover.

      Hevith backed away, but the light glowing from the sword made it so that he was better able to see where they were. Their coordination failed. He darted toward one of the men and the soldier turned, his legs getting tangled, and he went down. Hevith kicked, striking the man in the head, before backing away.

      Turning to the next, he swung at him, using the sword to push them back. They seemed as afraid of the glow as they were of Hevith.

      Mother must have somehow granted power to the blade. Hopefully that didn’t mean she wasn’t using whatever power she needed to protect herself. He didn’t want her to sacrifice herself so he could use her power.

      As he swung his sword, he connected with the next man.

      Something struck him.

      It was a blast of power, though he couldn’t tell where it came from. Had he been hit again? His back throbbed and he wanted to rest, to drop to his knees so he could get a moment to recover, but he didn’t dare take the time.

      There were still too many.

      Hevith could feel them. Now, with the sword glowing from the power given to him by Mother, he could see them.

      Stumbling, he fell forward.

      A massive tree blocked him from falling over, but he barely managed to stay standing. As injured as he must be, holding the sword was taking a greater toll on him than he realized.

      Leaning against the tree, Hevith tried to keep his head up. If he lost focus, someone would be able to…

      Something staggered toward him.

      Hevith pushed off the tree, moving away, and fell.

      Tumbling to the ground, he rolled toward another trunk.

      The sword wasn’t glowing nearly the way it had been. Mother must have used up as much power as she possessed. If she’d spent everything, then they would need to defend her.

      Unless something had happened to her.

      Hevith didn’t want to think that way. He didn’t necessarily agree with everything she’d done, but the others all respected her, and he didn’t want anything to happen to her. If he didn’t make it through this, they would need someone to lead them. Mother would have to do so.

      Movement came from near him.

      Hevith rolled again, trying to keep his sword from cutting him as he did.

      There was nothing.

      Kicking off, Hevith scrambled to his feet. He had to keep going. He didn’t know how many others were out there or where they were, but he needed to get to his feet, if only to ensure that nothing more happened to him.

      His back ached. The movement hurt.

      Then again, everything hurt.

      With what he’d gone through, pain had become somewhat familiar. He hated the idea that he knew pain so well, but the pain meant he still lived. Others would fall.

      It wouldn’t be Hevith.

      He forced those thoughts into his mind, holding on to that focus, determined to keep that within him. The sword flickered again, as if it were trying to glow more brightly, before fading.

      Mother’s power was gone.

      It was going to have to be Hevith.

      He didn’t know if he had enough strength remaining, but he was determined to try.

      Movement near him caught his attention.

      Hevith spun away, sweeping the sword in front of him.

      There were three soldiers.

      Three were too many, especially in the shape he found himself in now. Even if he were healthy, he thought he would have struggled against more than one at a time.

      He backed away, holding the sword in front of him. What he wouldn’t give for it to glow a little bit more. Even for a few moments. That was all he wanted. It meant he could help the others a little longer.

      If he could buy a bit more time, they might be able to sneak away, though it was possible they’d already been slaughtered. There was still the man with the curved sword. Hevith hadn’t seen him again, and someone like that would have carved through all of the ex-prisoners, cutting them down without much effort.

      Hopefully Mother had prevented that. If nothing else, he hoped that her power might have given them a chance.

      Still backing away, he tried to move and put a tree behind him as a shield, but the sense of someone behind him caught his attention. He didn’t dare turn around, knowing that even if there were someone behind him, it wouldn’t matter.

      He spun, sweeping his sword up, and tumbled off to the side.

      Staggering as he fell, he tried to catch himself to keep from falling too fast, but he wasn’t able to do so.

      Landing facedown, Hevith rolled. His sword jammed into the ground, and he landed on top of it. He tried to get the sword free but couldn’t.

      Someone loomed in front of him.

      Hevith tried to kick, but he was too weakened. There wasn’t anything he could do to stop what was coming.

      The soldier holding the sword over him brought it back to strike…

      Then collapsed next to Hevith.

      He grabbed for his sword, trying to rise, wanting to be off the ground and ready to react if there was another attack. There was always another attack.

      A figure loomed into view.

      Hevith swung his sword around, but it was blocked.

      Twisting, pain in his back brought him to his knees.

      When he looked up, he frowned.

      “Thirteen?”

      The man looked thinner than he remembered, but there was the same dark intensity on his face. The sword in his hand was the style of the soldiers’ and he held it comfortably, a soldier with a purpose.

      He flicked his gaze from Hevith to the fallen soldiers. “This was you?”

      “I tried to protect them as much as I could. I…”

      Hevith sank back to the ground. The pain working up his back made it difficult to stay on his feet.

      Thirteen watched him.

      Hevith looked past him. If Thirteen was here, did it mean that others were as well?

      “What are you doing here?”

      “We saw movement,” Thirteen said.

      “Why here?”

      “We’ve been trying to get through here, but they have a strong presence all around the compound. We’ve lost about half of our people.”

      He said it in such a matter-of-fact way that it sent a chill through Hevith.

      He had grown accustomed to fighting and to the suffering, but even losing a single person was still hard on him. He didn’t want to get to the point where losing as many as Thirteen had lost wouldn’t matter to him.

      “We found wagons,” Hevith said. “We were moving along the road when we came across these soldiers. There were more than we’ve faced before,” he added. Quite a few more, though he suspected that Thirteen understood that much.

      “They’ve started moving again.” He turned, putting his back to Hevith as he looked in the direction that Hevith had been with the others. “They’ve been quiet for the most part. It makes them easy to kill. We’ve gotten their attention now.”

      “This is because of you?”

      He turned to Hevith, the darkness in his eyes blazing. “What would you have us do?”

      Hevith leaned on the sword as he staggered forward. He expected to find others, but there were none. Just bodies. Most of them were soldiers. There were too many for him to count.

      What would have happened had the Firsters not come?

      Hevith tried to keep his mind on anything other than the pain in his back.

      “I’m a soldier,” Thirteen said. “At least, I had been. Am again.”

      Hevith glanced over at him. “Thank you.”

      The other man glowered at him. “We didn’t do this for you. We did it to remove as many of them as we could.”

      In the distance, Hevith could make out a collection of people. There were fewer than there had been, but more than would have been left had the Firsters not appeared.

      He staggered ahead of Thirteen, and when he reached the clearing with the people, he searched for how many others were still here. Karn lay near the edge of the clearing, sword in hand, clutching his belly. Blood pooled around him and Mother crouched over him, glowing softly.

      “What happened?” Hevith asked, kneeling down next to the other man.

      Karn rolled his head away, turning toward the forest.

      “He got caught,” Mother said for him. She looked over at Hevith, then behind him, and her gaze swept over Thirteen. “Thank you for returning.”

      Thirteen watched her for a moment before moving away, out of the clearing and beyond Hevith’s sight.

      “How many did we lose?”

      “Not as many as we would have had you not drawn them off.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “I was trying to give them time to get away.”

      “By sacrificing yourself?”

      “That wasn’t my intention.” Then again, it had nearly happened.

      He started to turn when pain in his back dropped him. Kneeling next to Mother, it was all he could do to keep upright.

      “You’re hurt.”

      Hevith strained to remain on his knees at least, but even that was proving increasingly difficult. The pain in his back made everything else hurt.

      “I was hit in the back.”

      Mother watched him, pressing her hands down on Karn for a moment more. A surge of white light seemed to erupt from her hands. The other man gasped softly and then his breathing began to ease.

      She wiped her hands on Karn’s shirt and headed over to Hevith. “Sit.”

      “I just need to rest.”

      “And you will. First, sit.”

      Hevith didn’t have much of a choice. He couldn’t fight her, and the pain in his back made it so that he wanted nothing more than to lie down and wait for it to ease.

      Now that he was seated, he had nothing else left. His strength was gone, wiped out. Whatever it had taken to survive this long had tapped the last of his energy.

      Mother touched his back. Pain coursed through him as she moved his shirt and jacket around, but Hevith tried to ignore it.

      “How were you still standing?” she whispered.

      “What was that?” He started to turn and the pain shot through him.

      Falling forward, he lay there, each breath coming harder than the one before.

      Maybe he was more injured than he’d known.

      She pressed on him. A chill worked up his spine.

      It was cold. Biting.

      It seemed to Hevith that Mother was trying to say something to him, but he couldn’t focus on it. All he could focus on was the sense of pain, the surge of cold, and the darkness that called to him at the edge of his vision.
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      Hevith’s mouth was dry. As he tried licking his lips, he couldn’t get enough moisture into them to matter. The only thing he could do was open his mouth and try to swallow.

      Light pressed down on him, hot and blinding. For a moment, he thought Mother was using her power, but this light seemed different. Not as diffuse as it seemed at first, there was a focus to it, a shaft of light cutting through branches overhead.

      Memories came back to him.

      He was alive. That was a start.

      Hevith hadn’t realized how injured he’d been, but when he’d finally sat next to Mother, that overwhelming sense of fatigue had hit him. There was nothing other than a desire to collapse. To let the darkness take him.

      “Drink.”

      A waterskin was pressed up to his lips and cold water poured into his mouth.

      Hevith tried drinking, but his throat was raw.

      Coughing, he finally worked some moisture into his mouth.

      “What happened?” he whispered.

      There was a grunt and he looked over, blinking as he saw Mother pouring water into his mouth again. Morad stood behind her, hands clasped together, not bothering to hide the worry on his face.

      “You happened.”

      “We’re still in the forest?” He tried sitting up, but when he did, his back throbbed again. There was pain in it, though it was less now than it had been before. That much was better.

      Everything else still felt off. His head throbbed and the pain made it difficult to focus. Waves of nausea rolled through him, threatening to leave him heaving. What little water that made it into his stomach had done little to settle it.

      “We are. We didn’t dare move you.”

      Hevith rolled his head to the side. “You shouldn’t wait on me. Get moving and I’ll catch up with you.”

      “You aren’t the only one who needed help after the other night. We’re taking the time we can to get most back into some semblance of shape.”

      “The wagons—”

      “Were moved into the trees. The Firsters helped with that much before they left.”

      Hevith squeezed his eyes shut. They’d left. And here he’d thought they would remain to help them. Then again, he shouldn’t have expected that. The Firsters had proven the kind of people they were within the prison yard. He should be thankful they’d helped at all.

      “Thirteen saved me.”

      “I think they saved quite a few. Without you buying us time and them keeping the rest away…”

      Hevith licked his lips and Mother brought the waterskin to his mouth again, giving him the opportunity to drink. When the water hit his lips, he drank what he could. It was cool, not cold the way it had seemed at first. There was something almost unpleasant about the taste, as if there was a bitterness to it.

      Still, he knew he needed to drink. He’d been injured. Likely had lost blood. Which meant that he needed to keep drinking. That would be the only way that he’d be able to come through this.

      “Hevith,” Mother said. “It’s time for us to talk.”

      He frowned and she scooped her arms under him, helping him to sit. When he did, Hevith looked around the forest clearing.

      There was activity all around. Many of the people who’d come with them were sitting near the trees, often in groups of two or three. Others were walking between the small groupings, and a few were heading away, deeper into the forest.

      “Talk about what? How many did we lose?”

      That was his greatest fear. He’d seen the way the soldiers had charged in, carving through whoever they could reach. There was a brutality to their actions and they had seemed unmindful of everything.

      “Only a couple. When you started your attack, you forced them to turn their attention to you. By the time they were able to change their focus, you had already moved through quite a few of them. Then the Firsters arrived, and we were able to keep most of them safe.”

      Hevith breathed out heavily. They’d only lost a couple? It seemed impossible. After what he’d seen and the way that the soldiers had gone charging into the others, it was amazing that they wouldn’t have lost more than that.

      Then again, he knew why they hadn’t lost more.

      “It was because of you,” he said. He turned his attention to Mother and found her watching him, an unreadable expression on her face. “When you used your power…”

      “I didn’t use my power until Karn was injured.”

      Hevith glanced down at the ground. The sword rested there, untouched since he’d come around. They had left it near him. In the daylight, there was nothing about it that would explain the glowing. It was a simple blade, like so many others the soldiers they’d faced had carried. Nothing like the curved blade from the massive man.

      “I saw you using it. Your power gave the sword light.”

      Mother smiled slightly. “That wasn’t my power.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. “Fine. Callah’s power. Whatever it was. Because of that, I was able to see. It made the sword glow.”

      Mother offered him the waterskin and he took it, taking a long and slow drink. The water left his mouth tingling strangely. His throat didn’t feel nearly as raw as it had before, already beginning to get back to normal. Then again, Hevith no longer knew what was normal for him.

      “That wasn’t me, though it was Callah.”

      Hevith looked behind her to Morad. It was something he’d suspected about the others, though there had been no evidence of them using that kind of power. Could he have done it? Morad had been the one to notice the soldiers first. Had he not, they would have ridden right into them. Without his ability to detect them, they would have suffered. Perhaps more would have died. Hevith doubted they would have been able to act quickly enough to give the Firsters a chance to reach them.

      “It’s time you begin to understand Callah’s power,” Mother said.

      “I understand it well enough. You control it.” Because of that power, Karn had survived. Hevith thought he had likely been helped by her use of that power. More than once, even.

      “I do as Callah guides me, and in this, it seems as if he’s guiding me to help you understand your own power.”

      Hevith tore his gaze away from the others in the clearing, looking over at Mother. “My power?”

      “That glowing of the sword came from you.” She watched him, as if trying to gauge his reaction. “I could feel Callah’s power used during the battle, yet it wasn’t the nature of the power that I’d felt before. There was something familiar about it, though it was angry. When I saw your wound, and the fact that you had survived with it, I knew I needed to help you.”

      Hevith watched her, waiting for her to reveal the joke, but she only looked at him with a solemn expression. “I don’t have the power like you do.”

      She leaned back, studying him. “Why do you think they trapped those of us in the yard the way they did?”

      “Because we are Jahor.” It had taken him a while to acknowledge that, but he believed it was true.

      “Jahor. That is a part of it. Do you think all of the Jahor are trapped in prisons?”

      Hevith had seen that they weren’t. In Yarshin, there were others who never saw the inside of a prison, who only knew the relative fear of worrying about when the next search would come. He hadn’t been in that city long enough to know why they would target some and not others.

      “Why aren’t all Jahor trapped in prisons?”

      “Not all have the same potential.” She squeezed her eyes shut and it seemed that a hint of power washed through her, making her skin glow softly. “Those who were sent to the prison all share one characteristic. They have the potential to reach for power. Not all will be able to do so, and many would have been misidentified, but all have that potential in one way or another.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means you had the potential.” She forced a smile, glancing up at Morad while touching a silver medallion she wore. “When you came to the prison with no knowledge of the Jahor or who you were or what you could be, I thought that it might have been a mistake. It wouldn’t have been the first time they made mistakes like that. They have made many. Most of the time, those mistakes don’t last very long in the prison.”

      She didn’t need to explain to Hevith why that would be. There were far too many who simply died.

      “So they brought us to the prison to do what? Hold us?”

      “I never learned. Hold some of us. Test others. Perhaps use still others.” She swept her gaze around the clearing. “This is war for most of us, Hevith. You might have been protected from it, and Callah knows I wouldn’t fault you for wanting nothing to do with it, but for many of us, we have known war far too long.”

      The Firsters had. They were soldiers. Thirteen had been a soldier. Skilled. A killer. It was a wonder Hevith hadn’t died when he’d faced him. He’d only managed to stay alive because of the training Vard had offered him when he had still traveled with Hevith’s family. That and luck.

      Mother attributed it to something else. She wanted to give credit to Callah, as if the god she followed cared at all what happened to Hevith. He didn’t think Callah cared about him. Had Callah cared, he wouldn’t have been captured. He wouldn’t have suffered. He wouldn’t have known the torment.

      As far as Hevith was concerned, Callah cared only for himself.

      “I had hoped that we would have more time. That we would be able to get farther to safety. Unfortunately, that won’t be the case. You’ve displayed too much power. If you don’t begin to gain some control over it, there’s a chance that you’ll burn it off.”

      Hevith started to smile before realizing that she was not. “Let’s assume I believe you.” At this point, he wasn’t sure that he could or did. “How would I burn it off?”

      “The nature of the power that you have accessed is immense. You tap into the power of Callah himself. That you’ve been permitted the ability to do so is a great honor, but it could also be a great curse. You must understand Callah.” She watched him as if trying to gauge whether he would honor Callah in the way she thought best. “Only through Callah can we know this power. Only through understanding our god can you know the gift that you’ve been given. If you fail, the power will be stripped from you.”

      “He’s not my god,” Hevith said.

      “And what god do you serve?”

      He almost said that he served none of the gods. That would be true enough. He didn’t serve any one god, not the way that he’d seen Mother and those who followed her. When Hevith had been with the caravans, working with his family, he had known many gods. That was part of what his parents had taught him, wanting him to know the cultures of others, to be ready for anything they might experience.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      There was a part of him that felt as if he had to believe in something. If there were no gods, and if there was nothing watching over him, how had he survived as he had? There must be something.

      “Then you will follow Callah.”

      “What if I can’t? What if I can’t believe?”

      She leaned toward him, pressing her lips together. “Do you think that matters when Callah believes in you? There would be no other way for you to hold on to the power you possess than through Callah. He has gifted you, and now you must come to know him, to understand him. And you must come to appreciate the testing that all who follow Callah undergo.”

      Hevith looked over at Morad. Perhaps there was more to Callah. There was no doubting what he’d experienced. He had felt power flow through him when he was fighting, a power that had given his sword even more strength. He had believed that it came from Mother, but if not, and if it came from someplace within him, then he would have to try to understand what it was and whether he would be able to use it. If he could find a way to harness that magic, to hold on to it, then there might be a way to protect these others.

      That was what he wanted.

      “What do you need from me?”

      She smiled, this time not forced like so many of the other smiles she’d offered him. “I need you to believe, Hevith. And if you can’t believe, then I need for you to have an open mind.”

      That much he thought he could do. He could keep an open mind about their god. He had done so the entire time they’d been inside the prison, so doing it now wouldn’t be difficult. He might not know what this god would be able to do for him, if anything, but if he could control the power that he had felt…

      The soldiers wouldn’t be able to withstand him.

      That was the kind of magic he wanted.

      “You’ll teach me to use this power?” he asked.

      She frowned, tipping her head to the side. “Teach? What you must learn needs to come from Callah. He is the only one who can teach.”

      “What if Callah won’t share what I need?”

      Mother frowned at him. “Then you would have failed the testing. You would have failed Callah. It would mean you aren’t meant to hold that power.” She got to her feet. “Morad will begin your instruction. All I ask is that you keep an open mind. Understand that the Jahor have known Callah for centuries. He has guided us. Kept us safe. And he will do the same for you, but only if you are willing to listen.”

      When she was gone, Hevith looked at Morad. “When will this begin?”

      Morad watched Mother as she departed before finally turning his attention back to Hevith. “Did your sword really glow?”

      “It really did.”

      “Was it you?”

      Hevith looked down at the sword before lifting it and holding it in both hands. In the daylight, the blade reflected the light from overhead, and there was no sense of the glowing that he’d seen the night before. There was nothing. Only the cool of the metal.

      How could he know if it had been him, or whether it was someone else?

      It was possible that someone else had powered his sword.

      “I don’t know.”

      Morad took a deep breath. “Perhaps it doesn’t matter. Callah will show you what you need to know in order for you to be successful.”

      He waited for Hevith to stand. When he did, he was unsteady at first. It took a moment for a wave of dizziness to wash over him, and when that was gone, he made sure that he was strong enough to take a step forward.

      Pain coursed down through his back. Here he’d thought Mother had somehow healed him with her magic, but if she had, then she’d done an incomplete job of it. Then again, he’d seen the same while in the prison. There had been those she’d ministered to who had improved, but they’d never fully recovered. Maybe that wasn’t the nature of her magic. It might help speed the healing along, but perhaps there were limits to what she could do.

      With each step, he began to adjust to the pain, knowing that while it hurt, it didn’t limit him.

      Morad guided him through the clearing and then away, through the thicker part of the forest. As they went, something occurred to Hevith.

      The people he saw all around them had been situated here for longer than a single day. It came from the stack of firewood. The depths of the fire pits. The grass trampled all throughout. This had the signs of the early stages of a settlement.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Several days.”

      Hevith shook his head. “You shouldn’t have waited so long on me. The others would have been safer had you kept moving.” Hevith didn’t know what would have happened to him had they kept going, but the others might have been safer. What was his life compared to the safety of the others?

      “Mother wouldn’t let us.”

      “Would you have gone?”

      Morad glanced over at him. “The attack was severe. We lost several and there are others who were seriously hurt. They and you needed the time to recuperate.”

      “That’s not what I asked. Would you have waited?”

      The other man watched him for a long moment before shaking his head. “I don’t think it would have been safe to do so. Thankfully, we haven’t been attacked, but I don’t know how much longer our luck in that will hold out. If we’re not able to get moving soon, we run the risk of soldiers returning. You should know how often they’ve been coming through.”

      Hevith nodded. They had been coming by every few days. The size of the contingent that had attacked troubled him, but not nearly as much as the idea that they would wait and run the risk of another attack.

      “When would Mother have us get moving again?”

      ‘This is your caravan, Hevith. She doesn’t see herself as leading.”

      Hevith thought he understood what troubled Morad. The other man wanted Mother to get moving for reasons beyond worry about another attack. That would be part of it, though if they got moving and didn’t have anyone to fight on their behalf, it wouldn’t matter. Morad wanted Mother to take command of the wagons.

      “I don’t need to lead,” he said.

      “Yet you do.”

      “Only because they needed someone to follow when we got out of the yard. Now that we’re safer”—not fully safe, but definitely safer—“Mother can take the lead again.” He wouldn’t even reveal the way Mother had nearly betrayed them. Now that they were free, she could serve again. Movras, or whatever that role she had.

      Morad watched him strangely, almost as if suspicious of him. “I don’t know that she can.”

      He hurried off, guiding Hevith through the trees.

      They reached the first of the wagons. The trees were all around and there were branches bent over so they could blend into the wagons, trying to conceal them. None of the horses were here, and he hadn’t seen them in the time he’d been awake, though that might only be because they wanted to keep the horses away from the road to avoid detection.

      In the time that he’d been leading the wagons, there had been no attempt to push them off the road like this. The wagons were large and cumbersome, and getting the horses to move in a way that they could easily position themselves would have been difficult.

      “I’m surprised we were able to hide the wagons like this.” Hevith grabbed one of the nearby branches, pulling on it for a moment before moving it out of the way.

      “The Firsters helped.” From his tone, Hevith could tell Morad didn’t trust the motives of the Firsters. Not that Hevith could blame him. “I’m still not certain we’ll be able to move them back.”

      “Thirteen owed Mother for saving him.”

      Morad paused and looked over at Hevith. “He’s not the only one who owed her. Do you think he was the first she offered aid to?” Morad shook his head, turning back toward the wagons. “There were others, but they rarely paid any thanks. Their lives were spared and they were given the opportunity to live another day because of her.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. He remembered when he’d been the one saying something similar. Mother had chastised him for not recognizing that they needed to do all they could to help the others. While they might be different, they had all been prisoners, which meant they were more alike than they believed.

      “Mother would have me believe they were saved because it was what Callah wanted of her,” Hevith said. “Don’t you believe that?” He watched Morad. How much of Mother’s betrayal did he know about?

      Morad turned away. “I’ve lost track of what Callah asks of us. These days…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. We escaped. We lived. We’ve passed that test and now must face another.”

      Hevith started to smile. “What test must you face now?”

      “It seems my next test is you, Hevith.”

      He moved forward, away from Hevith.

      Hevith didn’t know how to respond, and looked all around the forest. The wagons were all here, intact, hidden. As Morad suggested, it would be difficult for them to move again. Most of the people from the prison yard were frail or injured, so they wouldn’t be of much use with trying to push the wagons back onto the road. The horses would be required to do most of it, but even then, it would be difficult to guide them.

      Taking a deep breath, he had started toward Morad when movement caught his attention.

      Spinning, he nearly toppled over. Were he not holding his sword with the point down, he might have. Instead, he used the sword as a crutch, keeping himself upright, and scanned the dark reaches of the forest. Other than the branches swaying slightly overhead, as if the gods were trying to guide them along the road, there was nothing.

      Alicia appeared next to him, slipping her arm around him.

      “Hevith? You were injured. I hear both of us have an injury now.”

      “I will recover,” he said.

      “Isn’t there anything she can do for you?” Alicia turned toward Mother, her gaze drifting into the distance.

      Hevith shook his head. “There are limits to what Callah allows her to do,” he said.

      “Shouldn’t she be able to do whatever she wants with that power?”

      Hevith chuckled. “That’s not for me to say.” He smiled. “Now I get to try to see if I can’t understand more about this power myself.”

      “How?”

      “They intend for me to learn whether I can use it.” He nodded toward Morad. “I will check in with you soon,” he said.

      Alicia took his hand, squeezing it briefly, before releasing it and turning away.

      Hevith hadn’t imagined the movement.

      When he caught up with Morad, he grabbed him by the sleeve. “How do we know there aren’t any additional soldiers to be concerned by?”

      “Know? We can’t know. We keep a watch, looking out for others who might be coming along the road, staying in the shadows.” He stepped forward, moving between a thicker tangle of branches. When they did, the road suddenly appeared. The shock of it surprised Hevith. Turning back, he saw nothing but the density of the trees. “We look for signs of the soldiers’ passage, but they’ve left us alone for now.”

      For now, but for how much longer?

      There had been a significant attack. Even if some of them didn’t escape to report back to whoever they served—and Hevith had a hard time thinking they hadn’t—the number that would have gone missing would have drawn attention.

      They couldn’t stay here long.

      As he looked at Morad, the man frowning, Hevith couldn’t help but think that perhaps guiding these people to safety would be his test. And it was one he thought he knew how to accomplish, but protecting them would be difficult.

      There might be a way, but he’d have to find some way to convince the Firsters to help. If only he could find them.
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      The inside of the prison yard looked nothing like it had before.

      Flowers had been planted, and surprisingly, they were growing well, life springing up in a place where before had been death. A row of shrubs lined either side of the walkway from the entrance to the fortress all the way toward the gate. The yard had become a garden.

      Breathing in, I searched everything around me, but tried not to think about all that had been here. Within the yard, I had seen death. I had participated in violence. I had known this place to be somewhere I didn’t think I would ever leave.

      Now I had chosen to make it our home.

      At least for now.

      The war—and the Hith—were still to the south of us. The fortress was isolated enough that we were protected from the rest of the war. Whether that would last was a different matter.

      There had been a time when the Hith had been pushed far to the south, back to the lands they had come from. We’d had peace. Stability. Time to rebuild cities lost to the war. Time for the Jahor to be a people.

      With the Trilan’s help, the Hith had been reborn. Their power increased. Intensified, even. The Hith had overwhelmed everything we’d reclaimed, and nations that had aligned with us—like the Therens—had pivoted to accept the Hith, and by extension the rule of the Trilan.

      We had to stay ahead of it. Coordinate. Rebuild. Develop the skills of those with a connection to the elaron. I only hoped we had the time needed to do all that.

      In the week since we’d seen the bodies—and had burned them—there had been no other sign of another type of attack. That had been an attack, though it was an unusual one. Whatever other purpose there had been with it was something I didn’t know. Coldan had remained distant, though I didn’t know if that was because of what we’d done or because he remained on patrol around the fortress. It was possible it was both.

      As I paused near one of the flower beds, I leaned forward, breathing in their scent. The fragrance was sweet and filled the air, leaving it with a pleasant sense, something that still felt out of place even twenty years after this place had tormented me.

      “Do you like it?”

      I looked up to see Chanerl approaching. An older man, gaunt from his time in the yard—though he might have been thin even before then—approached with a bucket filled with dirt.

      “I’m amazed at how quickly the yard has transformed.”

      He swept his gaze around before rubbing his hand on his neck, leaving a smear of dirt behind. “There were several of us who thought that if we were going to stay here, we should find a way to make it less unpleasant. The memories of this place were… violent.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The gardener smiled, shaking his head. “You need not apologize for anything, Volatar. You saved us. You brought something most of us forgot we needed. Hope.”

      I sighed. How had what was taking place here been so similar to what I had gone through all those years ago? How had I not known that we needed to look into this place?

      There had been some purpose for the Hith having been here.

      Though I’d searched, in all the time that we’d been here, we hadn’t been able to come up with any answers.

      I thought it was about the Vicenz, using the yard to acquire the power of the Jahor, though I no longer knew if that had been the case. They could have held the Jahor anywhere.

      “The garden looks beautiful.”

      Chanerl smiled again. “We found most of these flowers within the forest. They grew well in the shade and we weren’t entirely sure how they would grow in full sunlight, but we’ve been pleasantly surprised.”

      There was a slight glow to the man, and now that I saw it, I couldn’t unsee it. Did he know he and the other gardeners had likely been using the elaron to help their garden? It didn’t matter. Not that it was a terrible use of that power, either. If that was how they were called, then that was how they should use that power. I had seen far worse demonstrations of it over the years.

      “And the shrubs?”

      “They were transplanted. Dinae claims this is how all the palaces she’s seen have looked.”

      “Is that what you and the others were trying to replicate?”

      “This will be our palace, so we wanted it to be as beautiful as it could be. We have other ideas, but this was a start.”

      I looked around the yard. There was still some evidence of what had been here, but the gardeners had begun to dig at the hard-packed earth, tearing out sections of it and replacing it with dirt carried in from the forest. In time, I suspected they would be able to turn this into a beautiful garden.

      That meant they would stay here.

      That might be what we needed, though I didn’t know how long I could stay. With the Trilan active, and knowing he targeted our people, I wanted to do whatever I could to keep them as safe as possible.

      “Keep doing what you’ve been doing. You’re an inspiration to the others,” I said.

      He smiled and returned to work at the flower bed.

      Taking my time, I wandered through the garden. There were flowers of all different colors here. It amazed me there could be such beauty in a place that had once been so ugly. If there could be beauty here, I had to believe there could be beauty anywhere. That was what I needed to find.

      When I reached the entrance to the fortress—or perhaps I should start thinking of it as the palace—I pushed open the door.

      Rather than fearing the Trilan might influence us, and that he might be able to push power in and attack, I needed to understand why this place had significance to the Hith.

      There was what I’d seen when I had first returned. The way they’d been trying to use Shae. I’d witnessed that before from the Vicenz, though the setup then had been different. Finding my way toward the upper level of the fortress, I stood in the great hall, where I had encountered Shae trapped by the Trilan.

      Closing my eyes, I thought back to that time, to what I had witnessed. They had been attempting something. They had needed Shae.

      Standing in front of the hearth, I stared into the darkness. There was another way to get answers, though I hadn’t spent any time at it yet.

      Turning away, I headed down into the depths of the fortress. From here, it felt almost as if the palace swallowed me. There wasn’t a sense of power, though I knew there was power here. Reaching the bottom and nodding at the guard standing watch before the door, I passed through and into the cells.

      These were more traditional cells. In some ways, they were more humane than anything the Hith had offered to our people. We should have treated them the same as they had treated us, but we were better than them. At least, that was what I had been telling myself. We needed to be better than them so that we could hold on to our identities. After seeing the bodies in the forest, I began to wonder if the Hith and the Trilan would find some way to force us into becoming something we were not.

      There were five Hith here.

      They were separated. There were more than enough cells for dozens of prisoners, but we wanted to keep them separate so they wouldn’t be able to work together and try to plot an escape.

      The prison had a way of deflecting the ne’rash magic, so they weren’t able to escape. Perhaps with enough time, they would be able to find a way out, but we hoped we wouldn’t need to keep them indefinitely. The longer they were here, the more likely it was they would find some way to break free.

      I stopped at the nearest cell.

      The man on the other side sat in the corner. His dark eyes looked down at the ground. A swirl of his power spread out around him, but he didn’t even bother probing at the bars of the cell.

      Had he given up?

      That would be useful, if true. We might be able to understand what purpose they had in using this place.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      The man stared at the ground, not lifting his head.

      “I am Hevith Alaster.”

      He stiffened slightly. Had I not been looking for it, I might not have noticed.

      “You know my name.”

      “You are the Volatar.”

      “Once.”

      The man grunted. “You are the one they want. He will get to you.”

      “He’s already gotten to me, but then he’s lost me.” I took a step toward the cell, keeping my hands clasped behind me. I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to use his power against me near the cell, though I didn’t know if he’d be able to do much of anything. Though he had power, I shared in that power. It took far less of an effort to find my way to dig into that power. “Did you know you can escape his touch?”

      “There is no escaping the Trilan.”

      There was something so final about what he said that it tore through me. I tried to ignore it, knowing he likely only repeated what he’d been told, but I couldn’t shake the sense that maybe he was right.

      Images remained in my dreams. They haunted me, taunting me. Lately, they were images of the three people we’d found in the forest. It was almost as if the Trilan used them as another way to connect to me, to dig into my mind and try to find some way to turn me around and infiltrate my thinking. The worst part was that it worked.

      “What is he after?”

      The man looked up, a dark sneer etched on his face. “There’s nothing I can share with you.”

      “Then you won’t leave.”

      “Even if I were to leave, I would be lost.”

      I hesitated. I had known the Hith to be fearsome, and had enough experience with them over the years that I had reason to be careful with them—at least until I had learned to use the same power—but this was something else.

      “Why here?”

      The man didn’t answer, looking away from me.

      “There had to be some reason you would have chosen this place.”

      “The Trilan has a reason for all he does.”

      “Were you using it to steal power from the Jahor? Was that what the Vicenz wanted?”

      That would explain the captives, both in the past and present, though I hadn’t seen anything that would make sense of that when I had searched through the fortress. If that was what they were doing, they had hidden the evidence of it in such a way that it would be difficult for anyone to understand.

      He said nothing.

      Could I coax him into speaking?

      There was the possibility that I might be able to use the elaron on him, but even if I did, I didn’t know if I would be effective. It required a level of control with the elaron that once would have been easy enough to accomplish, but these days was much more difficult.

      In order to protect the others, I would need to get him to talk.

      That was the thought that went through my mind. Using those thoughts, using what I could come up with, I had to find a way to coax him into sharing.

      It would take a light touch, and it would be mingled with forcing him into the Place of Knowing with me. Taking him along would be the challenge. Once there, I would be able to use what I could feel and what I knew to convince him to share.

      There would be one way I could succeed, but it would require convincing him I was the Trilan.

      I knew nothing about the Trilan other than the visions I’d had. That and the voice.

      Once, I had spoken to the Trilan. There had been a sense of power from him. More than I would have expected, especially knowing he hadn’t actually been in the same room as me. The Trilan had wanted the opportunity to use me, to convince me that I might be able to reach him. I had failed in stopping him, but he had failed in reaching me.

      Pushing out with the elaron, I let the sense of the Place of Knowing wash over me.

      It was a challenge doing so here. Even more of a challenge doing so while standing, looking into the cell, knowing that the Hith on the other side might attempt to use power at any time. The bars of the cell should offer protection. The Place of Knowing required opening oneself in such a way that it placed the person into a state of vulnerability.

      The elaron flowed within me.

      Today was a good day with it. Not all days were.

      I could feel myself separate.

      With that, I turned to the cell, heading into it, letting myself be carried by the power. It pulled me deeper into the cell, closer to the Hith, and then with another surge of power, I pushed it outward so that I would capture him within the same state.

      At first, there was some resistance.

      I didn’t know if he controlled the resistance or whether it was something of the Hith magic in general. The resistance faded, and he came along with me.

      Controlling the Place of Knowing required a different goal.

      In this case, my goal was coaxing him into believing what I wanted him to see.

      Darkness.

      That was the first step.

      It surrounded us.

      I could feel him trying to rebel against that darkness, knowing it was artificial, but I squeezed it around him even tighter, holding him within it. That darkness would trap him, confining him within the Place of Knowing until I released him.

      Slowly, I started to add light.

      It was the hardest part, though it should have been the easiest. The power of the elaron was made up of light, so it shouldn’t take much of that power to be able to unleash the light upon him. Yet maintaining control over the Place of Knowing while also adding the element of light was difficult.

      There was the ongoing sense of resistance, though the resistance I detected now was minimal compared to what it had been. The light started to surround everything, a slow buildup, growing with increased power and intensity.

      What I intended next would be more challenging.

      I needed for the Hith to want to answer me, which meant that I had to intimidate him. In order for him to be drawn into what I intended to do, he needed to feel the power I pulled upon, and he needed to feel the draw of what I tried to do now. As I pushed out with the sense of power, there was a change.

      It took me adding my connection to the ne’rash. That wasn’t something I wanted to reach for, but in the Place of Knowing and drawing upon the power as I attempted now, there was a need for it. It created a darkness that colored everything else I attempted, and I was able to misdirect what the Hith saw.

      Had I known what the Trilan would look like, I could use that and influence him, but as it stood, I didn’t know what he might appear like to the Hith. I hoped this man didn’t know what the Trilan looked like either. That would give me the opportunity to better convince him of what I tried to do.

      “You failed me,” I said.

      My voice came out soft and harsh at the same time, influenced by the touch of the ne’rash power. It made it abrasive, burning my throat, but it also made it that much more believable that I would be calling him with the voice of the Trilan. Now that I had heard the Trilan speak, at least in one fashion, there was a greater likelihood I might be able to convince him.

      The Hith turned toward me. Holding on to the power of the ne’rash, I made a point of staying wrapped in power, using that in order to shield my appearance.

      “My Trilan?” The Hith spoke hesitantly, and he seemed to probe at me, pushing power outward as if to determine whether I really was the Trilan. I did the only thing that I could and pushed against it. If he expected the Trilan to allow him to probe, then I would expose my presence here, but I doubted the Trilan would let anyone push power at him. “You have come to me?”

      “You failed me. You were captured.”

      “We didn’t fail. They came as you planned.”

      I stared at him. This had been planned. That much fit with what I suspected, though it didn’t help me to know what we needed to do. If we had done what the Trilan wanted, then I needed to know what that might be and whether there was anything that I might be able to do against it.

      “They came as planned and you allowed them to overtake us.”

      The Hith stiffened. Had there been something in what I’d said that had revealed myself? More likely, he stiffened because he didn’t care for the idea that he’d failed. They feared the Trilan, the same way that I feared the Trilan.

      “We served as you instructed. You said he would come and that he would—”

      When the Hith suddenly stopped, I waited for him to keep going, holding on to my connection to the ne’rash. There was a hint of pressure against me, a surging of the ne’rash, though I wouldn’t have expected the Hith to have such control over that here. In the Place of Knowing, he shouldn’t have that much control. That was one advantage of coming here in this way, as it helped to separate him from his power.

      “What do you believe I said?”

      The Hith twisted toward me. There was more stiffness in his posture, and he faced me, a dark expression twisting his lips.

      For a moment, I felt uncertainty.

      Releasing the ne’rash briefly, I reached instead for the elaron, using that to solidify my connection to the Place of Knowing. I didn’t want him to use too much power on me, but at the same time, I wanted to ensure we were still in this place and that I remained in control. There hadn’t been many times where I had delved into this place with others attached like this, so I didn’t know if I needed to have more control over the elaron or not.

      “There you are,” the Hith said.

      “You would question whether I’m here?” I tried to push as much irritation into the question as the Trilan would use.

      “I would question why you would summon my attention in such a way. Do you think you can defeat me, Hevith Alaster?”

      The familiar way that he said my name caught me off guard.

      This wasn’t the Hith any longer.

      The Trilan.

      And here I had thought I would use the Place of Knowing to find more information. I hadn’t expected to come into contact with him, though it shouldn’t surprise me that he would use this place as a means of communicating. This would be the way that he would reach others.

      Grabbing for the elaron, I held on to that power.

      That would be the key if I had to face him, though there should be no reason for us to combat each other here. This space should be protected, controlled by me bringing him here.

      Should be.

      Then again, I didn’t think the Trilan should be able to reach in quite as easily as it seemed he could. By pushing his way in, he demonstrated control greater than I possessed, at least these days.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t notice you, Hevith Alaster?”

      “You’ve lost,” I said.

      “Have I? You’re the one coming here, hiding here, thinking to question those who still serve me.”

      “And you’re the one who’s trying to play at power they don’t possess.”

      “Must I possess power when I possess those who have it of their own?” The Hith started toward me and I pushed back, using a mixture of the powers I held on to. The Hith hesitated, the body controlled by the Trilan but still in the Place of Knowing because of my control. If I could remember that, and if I could find a way to continue using that knowledge, there wouldn’t be any way he could overpower me. That was what I needed to keep in mind.

      The Hith trembled. A sense of power began to build within him.

      That wasn’t the power of the Hith.

      That wasn’t even the power of the ne’rash. I didn’t know what the nature of this power was, only that it was considerable. The way the Trilan dragged that power outward, the energy he was able to use, was more than I could maintain. Though I held on to the sense of it, and though I tried to keep that control, I didn’t know if there was anything I’d be able to do to defeat him.

      If nothing else, I had to hold him confined.

      This was the Place of Knowing. This was a place of the elaron, not of the ne’rash. Jahor and not Hith. This was a place I controlled.

      Using more of the elaron, I struggled to hold on to him and maintain the connection.

      “Look at you. Once so powerful and now struggling. You have the power, but you can’t make it work.”

      “I know enough to hold you back.”

      “Do you? If you had the control you would have me believe you do, then you wouldn’t be in this situation. You allowed me to come here.”

      The light all around us started to shift.

      Within the Place of Knowing, the lighting was of my control. Especially in this place and the way that I had summoned the Hith. For that light to suddenly start to shift suggested I didn’t possess the same control I had believed before. And if that were the case…

      If the Trilan had gained control of the light, then it was possible that he’d gained control of other aspects as well.

      I needed to find a way to reaffirm the strength I had over this place.

      That was more about the elaron and not so much about the ne’rash. If it were about the ne’rash, there would be more that the Trilan would be able to do. Then again, the Hith would have been in greater control over this place had it been about that.

      Letting myself drift, letting that sense of the power reach me, I held on to it so that I could try to understand what I needed to do with it. That sense came to me. At first, it came slowly, but then it began to build, the sense of the elaron starting to fill me.

      There was something off about it.

      It was darker than it should be.

      Not just darker, but what I pulled upon wasn’t even the power of the elaron.

      The Trilan had gained control.

      I no longer knew what was real and what was not. All I knew was that whatever he showed me was designed to make me believe something more than I realized had happened.

      He wanted me to know what he did. Just as he wanted me to know there wasn’t anything I’d be able to do about it.

      With him having come here, I was under his influence.

      He started laughing.

      The sound was dark and angry, the voice of the man who had filled my dreams, terrifying me for so long. The influence coming off the Trilan was such that he shaped the Place of Knowing. In this place, the nature of power could be shifted in such a way that I couldn’t use the power I possessed in the way I wanted to.

      “You realize you aren’t in control.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said.

      “I shouldn’t, and yet here I am. In a place where you thought to be safe.” The Hith took a step toward me and the Trilan laughed again. “In this space you thought you could control and trap my people. And here you are, recognizing you know so little about the power of the world, Volatar.” He said the name with a dismissive sneer that ended in a laugh.

      He didn’t fear me.

      Then again, I didn’t think he’d ever feared me. Not even when I was at the height of my powers.

      I didn’t dare remain. If I were to do so, he might gain enough control that he would be able to harm me.

      Withdrawing from the Place of Knowing normally didn’t take much in the way of effort. Usually, all I needed was to take a step away, to let the place drift away from me, separating from it so that there was nothing left but to walk away.

      There would be more difficulty this time.

      I could feel the way the Trilan used the ne’rash to attempt to hold me.

      It wrapped around me. The power pressed in toward me, as if he would use that sense of power to manage me, though I thought I could use what I felt in order to push back against him.

      Perhaps I could do even more than that.

      This was an opportunity.

      I had to stop fearing what the Trilan might do to me. I had to stop fearing the power he possessed, and what I could detect of that power. He had a way of keeping track of what we did. The Trilan must fear what I was able to do.

      “You fear me,” I said.

      The Hith turned toward me. There was a distinct sense of the ne’rash coming from him, and the control the Hith possessed was impressive. I had trained with the ne’rash and had begun to understand the aspects of that magic and how it was used, but the way he was able to control it was more than I had accomplished so far.

      Were I to face the Hith with only the ne’rash, I would likely fail. I might have strength with it, and had used it before, but they had experience.

      “You wouldn’t have come here if you didn’t fear me. What is it you worry about?” This time, I took a step toward him, making sure he could feel the energy I held. It contained both of the powers in my possession, but even as I held on to them, I didn’t know if there would be enough to intimidate the Trilan.

      That might not even be necessary. It wasn’t about intimidation. It was about him knowing that I didn’t fear him, though there was a part of me that cried out, wanting nothing more than to stay away from him. To run into the light, away from the darkness. Yet sometimes, the darkness was the only way to find yourself.

      “You would destroy your people for your vanity.”

      “I would protect them from you and the violence you would inflict upon them.” I pushed toward him. The Hith host stayed in place, no longer pushing against me. There was the sense of the ne’rash within him, but that was it. He didn’t try to fight the way that he had. “I would keep you from destroying an entire race of people just because you believe you should control them.”

      “I am not the only one who knows they need to be controlled.”

      He lashed out at me.

      There was power in the way he slammed the ne’rash at me, and power in the way he tried to overwhelm me with the nature of the magic he possessed, but not so much power that it forced me out of the Place of Knowing.

      Was that his plan?

      I couldn’t tell if that was what he wanted. If he wanted to push me away from the Place of Knowing, to force me out of where I was, then it wouldn’t work. I didn’t think it could work.

      That didn’t seem to be what he wanted, though.

      The more he pushed, the more I questioned what he really wanted.

      “You will fail. You’ve already failed to hold this place,” I said, taunting him as I took a step forward. “It was important to you. You thought you could use this place to draw from the Jahor. You thought you could drain them. And now we know what you’re after and can stop you. You will fail.”

      The Trilan laughed.

      There was a deep darkness within the laugh, as if he tied it to the ne’rash power itself. Then again, considering how he managed to be here, it was possible he had.

      For me to sever that connection would take finding a way to understand how he reached across the distance with his power.

      The ne’rash.

      That was what I had to focus on.

      With the Trilan here, it was dangerous, but it was only dangerous if the Trilan had as much control over the ne’rash as any of the Hith. I didn’t have the sense that he did. There was something to the ne’rash that he could use, much like there was something about the elaron that he could use. Similar to the Vicenz, but not the same.

      I needed to cut off this connection.

      Embracing the ne’rash, the darkness filled me.

      Everything shifted around me.

      The Place of Knowing changed. It didn’t disappear completely, though I didn’t expect it would. I didn’t release my grasp on the elaron altogether, though I had been cautious about how much of it I still held. I didn’t want to pull upon too much of it, not if I was going to use the ne’rash.

      Within that darkness came a thick tendril of power.

      The ne’rash functioned like that. It was the nature of that power, a connection to something different and darker, and that tendril loomed from someplace distant that I could track, heading toward the Hith and holding on to him. With that tendril, I could practically feel the way the other man had been held and therefore controlled.

      The control the Trilan had on the ne’rash was significant.

      Could it be that he used more than a single person, reaching toward them with power that grabbed on to them? That would explain the thickness of the band of power, though it would be more than just what I saw in front of me.

      I had to sever it.

      I had done it before, so I knew such a thing was possible, but it would still take a considerable amount of power and strength.

      Now that I knew what he had done, I had to focus on it.

      Drawing upon the elaron, releasing a hint of the ne’rash, I tried to summon strength with the elaron but failed.

      I couldn’t call upon as much as I wanted.

      The Trilan laughed.

      He knew what I attempted. He knew I failed. I had the sense from him that he wanted both.

      There might be a way for me to keep him from what he had done, but honing the elaron to an edge was something I might have struggled with before.

      What if I added the ne’rash to it?

      Sever the connection.

      Stop the Trilan.

      Prove that I wouldn’t be intimidated.

      Using the combination of the two magics, I tried to bring them together. They didn’t naturally fit that way but I forced the two of them atop each other. They formed a blade of dark light.

      That blade was enough. It would have to be.

      When I brought it forward, I squeezed it even more, trying to push in so that there would be something else to it, an edge that would carve through the ne’rash tendril the Trilan used. My edge, just like Vard had taught me. Anger… and control.

      It started through the wisp of ne’rash. Then it met resistance.

      Pushing more of the elaron into what I attempted, I felt it surging through the tendril.

      It exploded.

      I was tossed free.

      In the Place of Knowing, there should be no pain unless the Trilan had truly overtaken me, but still I felt the sudden burst of agony as I was slammed away.

      When I stopped moving, I looked up.

      The darkness persisted.

      Pushing against the darkness took strength and energy that I didn’t fully have.

      The darkness started to clear.

      I expected that I would see the Trilan or the power he possessed, but there was not a sign of either of them. The possessed Hith lay unmoving.

      The resistance had faded and I could step away from the Place of Knowing.

      At first, I hesitated. I didn’t want to disappear from it too quickly, but at the same time, I needed to get away.

      When I opened my eyes, back in the prison, the Hith lay in the center of the cell, unmoving as he had been in the Place of Knowing.

      I didn’t need to check on him to know that he was gone.

      The Trilan had sacrificed one of his people.

      The Hith had known that might happen.

      And he hadn’t cared.

      Worse, I didn’t feel as if I were any closer to finding answers. I needed to know why the Trilan had wanted this place and what was here that appealed to him so greatly, but those answers wouldn’t come.

      The only thing I would know was that the Trilan had won.
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      Hevith focused on the earthy scent all around him. It came from the dirt beneath his feet. The pine of the nearby trees. The soft burbling of the stream they sat near. It was in everything.

      In all the time that he’d traveled over the years, he’d never really appreciated the scents of the forest. Perhaps that had been a mistake. Now that he was here and asked to focus on it, to try to discern the nature of that power, he wasn’t able to do so.

      “What do you feel?” Morad’s voice carried more than a hint of irritation.

      That continued to surprise Hevith, though he had learned to ignore it. The other man had different issues, though they weren’t ones that Hevith had come to understand. He wanted them to move along the road rather than to remain hiding, and each day they were here, staying in this place, was one more day they hadn’t gone farther as they should.

      “I don’t feel anything,” Hevith said, keeping his eyes closed. He was determined to follow the instruction and see what he might be able to learn from Morad, though he couldn’t detect much of anything. “You said that I’m supposed to get centered where I am and then use that to find a place within me.”

      “Center yourself and then find yourself. How many times do you need me to explain it to you?”

      Hevith opened his eyes and looked over. “Why do I bother you so much?”

      Morad blinked, looking down. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—”

      “You shouldn’t, but you do. What is it that bothers you so much about me? I’ve done nothing to you, but you act as if it’s imposing on you to try to explain anything to me.”

      Morad took a deep breath. “It’s nothing. Mother wants you to learn, so I will try to teach what I can.”

      “She could teach me if she thinks it’s so important for me to be able to reach this power.”

      “She wants you to understand Callah, but she also wants for me to understand my place with Callah.” Morad clenched his jaw, shaking his head while touching his neck. “In her mind, this serves a dual purpose. She would use you to test me.”

      Hevith looked past Morad. They were far enough away from any others in their makeshift camp that he couldn’t see them. There were times when he could hear them, though that was unusual. They were skilled at remaining quiet, a way of protecting themselves against the possibility of another attack.

      There had been no further attack, which should have put Morad more at ease with staying here, though it didn’t seem to make a difference to him. Then again, just because there hadn’t been an attack yet didn’t mean that one wouldn’t come. It was a matter of time. Hevith suspected they all felt it. Eventually the soldiers would regroup and come after them. Then they would need to be ready.

      “You aren’t focusing,” Morad said.

      He tugged on his robe, pulling it more tightly around him. Like so many of them, his clothing was tattered, though in the weeks that they’d been away from the prison, most had done what they could to stitch their clothing. They were better washed as well, the frequent streams giving them an opportunity to not only wash themselves, but clothing that had been so caked with filth that it had been difficult to stomach.

      “I’m focusing on you.”

      “Will that help you to center and find the source of your power?”

      Hevith grunted. “Probably not.”

      “Then close your eyes and do as I’ve told you before.”

      Hevith inhaled deeply before closing his eyes. If he were going to find a way to center, it would require following the instructions. As before, he used the sense of earth all around him. That seemed to be the easiest. It was what he detected the most strongly. The sense of earth was there, that of the trees and the dirt and the water and occasionally that of birds overhead, but for whatever reason, he wasn’t able to find the focus that Morad wanted from him.

      In the days he’d been working with Morad, he’d struggled the same each time. He understood what was asked of him, but the problem was in finding a way to capture it. Though he could feel something from time to time, that seemed as much in his imagination as anything.

      “Once you center yourself, then you need to find yourself.”

      Morad had said that often enough that Hevith ought to know what it meant, but he didn’t. How could he find himself? What did the other man want from him?

      Without those answers, Hevith sat there, motionless, trying to understand some aspect of it, but failing.

      “And if I can’t find myself?” Hevith asked.

      “Then Callah won’t bless you. And he’ll continue to test me.”

      Hevith opened his eyes, looking across at the other man. “Why you?”

      “Callah tests us all.”

      “No. That’s not what I’m asking.” If Hevith were to believe that Callah was responsible for any of this, then it would stand to reason that he tested them all. Hevith had certainly known a sense of being tested when he’d been in the prison. “Why did Mother ask you to help me understand this power?” He looked in the direction of the camp, though from where they sat, there was no sign of it. “Why not her?”

      Or anyone else. At this point, Hevith wasn’t sure that it mattered who else it might have been. Anyone would be better than Morad. He didn’t know if there were too many others in the camp with the ability to reach for this power, though he suspected that there were. And if so, then why not them?

      Unless Mother were trying to test Hevith. He wasn’t convinced this was all about Callah testing him. There were times when it seemed as if the others were more interested in the testing than he was.

      “She wants to guide me. She wants me to understand what it’s like for me to work with others who must comprehend the nature of their power. In that, she thinks I might be able to…” Morad shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you focus. If you can’t, then Callah won’t smile upon you.”

      “The way he’s smiled upon you?” Hevith asked.

      Morad glowered at him, turning away. “If you aren’t going to take this task to heart, I think we can be done for the day.” He got to his feet and headed away from Hevith.

      Watching him depart, Hevith knew he needed to better understand what Mother intended by pairing him up with Morad. There had to be something to it, likely more than simply helping him understand his connection to Callah. Morad hadn’t attempted to teach Hevith anything about his god, nothing that would make it easier for him to understand why Callah might have called to him and gifted him with a sense of power. There was nothing other than Morad’s ongoing frustration.

      Hevith took another deep breath as he focused, thinking about the sense of everything in the forest around him. He detected the trees, the fallen needles as they began to decay, the wetness to the ground from the rain that had finally come. Distantly, he heard the sound of squirrels chirping at each other as they scrambled from branch to branch, but he’d seen no sign of them.

      Center himself and then find himself.

      Hevith had been trying. He had done what Morad wanted of him, but nothing had changed. If he were to learn to have any sort of control over that power, it was going to take more time.

      Perhaps that was the lesson, anyway. He had no idea what Mother wanted him to get out of all of this. She believed that he had some sort of magical power, that the glowing sword had been proof of it, but what if she’d been wrong?

      When he failed to find what he’d been looking for, he roused himself and got to his feet, heading through the tall branches and back to the main part of the camp.

      They had cleared this section of the forest. It had taken the better part of the last few days, but now it was a wide-ish clearing, probably fifteen paces across. Trees still towered overhead on either side, blocking out some of the light, but it gave the people a chance to spread out.

      A fire pit had been dug at the center, with stones set all around it. A large fire crackled now, though they let it die down in the evening, not wanting the flames to draw attention to them. Several people sat around the fire, talking softly.

      Alicia paused near him. “You look unhappy,” she said.

      Hevith stared straight ahead toward Mother. “Not unhappy. Frustrated. I think there’s a difference.”

      “Does it have to do with him?” she asked, glancing toward Morad.

      Hevith nodded. “He’s supposed to be working with me.”

      “And he’s not?”

      “Maybe he is in his own twisted way.” He turned and pain flared in his back briefly, forcing him to grimace.

      “Speak with her,” Alicia said.

      “I’m not sure what she will say,” he said.

      “Perhaps there’s nothing that you can say. Tell her it’s your concern.”

      Hevith searched for Mother, noticing a few of the former prisoners working on the wagons, cleaning and tidying them and generally making them more their own. Not just a means to escape, but something more. Home, at least for now.

      Mother was on the opposite side of the clearing, tending to those who were sick. Even after leaving the prison, there were still plenty who needed her help. It was possible that especially after leaving the prison, they would need aid. Mother pretended each day as if she hadn’t traded their freedom for water and supplies, and Hevith made no issue about it either. What would it serve other than to push her away, and he thought they might need her.

      They no longer had the set meal each evening, as they had while captives. Water was more plentiful, and everyone drank what they could, but there wasn’t nearly enough to eat. Those who understood the forest had collected berries and mushrooms and other edibles, but that wouldn’t sustain them.

      When Hevith approached, Mother looked back at him. “You should be practicing.”

      “Why Morad?”

      Mother patted her hands on Iland’s chest. He was an older man who had injured his leg in the escape. It was splinted, but Hevith hadn’t seen him walking on it and wondered why Mother hadn’t used her connection to Callah to heal him the way she’d healed others like him and Karn.

      “There is much Morad can teach you if only you can pay attention.”

      Hevith grunted. “I’m sure he could if he wanted to, but he keeps telling me to focus and find my center so that I can know my purpose.”

      Mother flicked her gaze toward Morad. The other man had taken a seat near several others and seemed almost as if he were avoiding Mother’s gaze. “And how have you been taught to focus?”

      “Taught? There hasn’t been much in the way of teaching going on. If you had wanted him to teach, then maybe you should have given him some guidance. It seems as if he has no idea what he’s doing.”

      “Morad has taught many others,” she said softly.

      “Then he’s forgotten how.”

      “Yes,” she said and sighed. “When you hear him talking about centering, what do you think about?”

      “He told me to think about what’s all around me. The forest. The earth. The trees. The insects and birds. Everything. Get in the moment of where I am.”

      “That would be one way of centering and it works for many, but perhaps it’s the wrong way for you. When you were facing the soldiers, what were you doing?”

      “I was fighting them off.”

      “I understand, but what were you doing here?” She tapped him on the forehead and Hevith took a step back. “There must have been something going on inside your brain. What were you doing when you were fighting?”

      Hevith thought about what he’d experienced. There had been fear. That was about all that he remembered. He hadn’t wanted to die, and hadn’t wanted anything to happen to the others he’d led away from the prison. There was a part of him that felt an obligation to them. In the time that they had been traveling, he hadn’t felt as if he’d done the job he’d wanted to get them to safety. They were still in just as much danger as before, though the danger wasn’t quite as ever-present as it had been.

      “I don’t know. I was just fighting.”

      Mother frowned at him. “When you understand what you were thinking when you were fighting the soldiers, the way that Callah gifted you at that time, then you will be able to embrace it more easily. Until then, listen to Morad. There is much he can teach if you pay attention.”

      Mother started to turn away.

      “What did I do to him?”

      “You would ask me that question? I think you could ask Morad.”

      “That’s not what I meant. Whatever happened has upset him. I don’t know what it is, but I know he doesn’t care for me for some reason.”

      “Does that trouble you?”

      Hevith glanced at Morad. “Not particularly.”

      Mother sniffed. “I didn’t think that it would, nor that it should.”

      “What is it, though?”

      “There are some you encountered within the prison who question whether we have done what should have been done.”

      “They would have stayed prisoners?”

      “They would have done whatever they think Callah asks of them.”

      “What if Callah asked for me to help save them?”

      Mother smiled. “Did he?”

      Hevith shrugged. “I don’t know. If that’s what you believe, then maybe.”

      “It matters little what I believe when it comes to these things. What matters is what you believe, Hevith. And in this case, I suspect you have already come to your own conclusion.”

      He said nothing. There was truth in that. He didn’t credit any god for saving them. That had been his decision. His frustration. Had he done nothing, they would have remained trapped within the prison without having any opportunity to escape. That he had been willing to do what was needed and that he had taken the opportunity given to him wasn’t because of some god. It was because he had decided to lead the people.

      She started away, but paused. “I don’t know where you intend to lead us, whether on to Yarshin or beyond.” Hevith said nothing. He hadn’t answered that, mostly because he didn’t know yet. “Find what centers you, Hevith. When you do, you can begin to understand the gift that has been offered to you. You can find strength.”

      Hevith turned away from her, wandering around the small clearing.

      A few people nodded to him as he went by, though not everyone did. Was that because they questioned whether he believed in their god? Did it even matter? What mattered was that he had done what they had needed.

      Now they needed something else.

      As he looked at all of them, he could see it. Most drank frequently, but none of them had any food. Even the berries and edible grasses hadn’t been enough. They needed something more.

      If they took to the road again, they could find more food, but there were still some who weren’t able to travel. That would change soon, and Hevith knew they’d get back on the road, but what would happen when they did?

      The next city would have to be willing to take them in, and so far there was a question of whether that would be the case. How would they convince anyone to offer help, especially considering the shape they were in? They were disheveled, underfed, and weak.

      When Hevith found Karn, he took a seat next to the man. “We need to find food.”

      “They have scavengers out looking,” Karn said.

      “They’re collecting berries. Grasses. Mushrooms. Nothing with much sustenance,” Hevith said.

      “That’s what the forest provides.”

      Hevith grunted. If it were Mother saying it, he could almost imagine her telling him that was what Callah provided. “We need something more.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “When my family traveled by wagon, we had hunters with us. They were able to bring in hare or squirrel or occasionally deer.” The venison was often the most filling, and with a group of this size, they would need enough meat to feed all of them.

      “You don’t look like much of a hunter to me.”

      “What about you?” Hevith didn’t know enough about what Karn had done before, though there was an aspect of soldiering to it. Most soldiers that he’d spent any time with had also known how to hunt. Vard certainly had, though he wasn’t usually the one to do so.

      “I haven’t hunted since before…” Karn looked away.

      “Before what?”

      “Before,” the other man said.

      That meant that it was before his captivity. Hevith had no idea how long that had been. From what Karn had shared with him about the nature of his captivity, he suspected that it had been years. It would have taken that long to lose himself as fully as Karn had.

      “I need your help.”

      “No.”

      “They need your help.”

      “I told you that I haven’t hunted since—”

      Hevith grabbed for Karn and started pulling on him. He was still tired and weak, but that didn’t matter. He was determined. As he yanked on Karn’s arm, he tried prying the man off the ground, but he sat there, almost defiantly.

      “The others need us to do this. We can head through the forest a bit to the west. There’s bound to be something.”

      “You’re in no condition to hunt.”

      “Maybe not yet, which is why you’re going to help.”

      Karn continued to resist but Hevith heaved, pulling on him to get him to his feet.

      When he was up, Karn glared at him. “You would do this now?”

      “Is there a better time?”

      “That would be never.”

      “Then we’re going.”

      He pulled on Karn, dragging him through the clearing. They had only a crossbow for a longer-range weapon, and a single one at that, though they had recovered enough bolts that they could use them and not fear wasting.

      Hevith grabbed the crossbow and offered it to Karn, who shook his head.

      “This is your hunt,” Karn said.

      “You aren’t going to help?”

      “I’m going with you, aren’t I?”

      “Not willingly,” Hevith said.

      “Since when has any of this been willingly with you?”

      Hevith frowned at him. “You didn’t want to be saved?”

      “I had a purpose.”

      “You had what they wanted you to believe was your purpose, but that wasn’t your purpose. Besides, you could have stayed behind.”

      “Not after what you had done. There was no way to stay back there. Anyone who did would have been slaughtered.”

      Was that why Morad was angry with him? Did he blame him for forcing him and some of the others away from the prison yard?

      Most had left willingly. Most had wanted to get out of the prison and get to safety. It surprised Hevith that Karn would have preferred to stay behind.

      “I’m sorry you don’t feel like you have a purpose, but look around. These people need you. They need someone with your skills. That can be your purpose.”

      Karn looked over at Hevith. “You don’t understand, do you? I’ve done that already. I didn’t want to go back to it. I’ve seen too much suffering. When I was working, all I had to worry about was the task ahead of me, not whether someone would die because of what I did or didn’t do.”

      “You could have died.”

      “Maybe that’s because I deserved it,” he said softly.

      Hevith looked over, but Karn stared straight ahead.

      As they left the clearing, he began to wonder if he were making a mistake.

      Here he had thought that rescuing these others would change things for them, that they would have the opportunity to know freedom—real freedom. And they had that, but they also had fear.

      He had to change that for them. It started with food. If they could find something to eat, then they could begin worrying about the next step, whatever that might be.
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      The slight hint of movement caught Hevith’s eye. Raising the crossbow, he readied for the shot, but it never materialized.

      Two small shrubs gave him a bit of camouflage, though not nearly enough to let him feel safe and hidden behind them. There might be soldiers anywhere in the forest.

      Karn pointed and Hevith turned toward where he directed, still not seeing anything. The last day had seemed to stretch impossibly long. Crouching. Hunting. Waiting. Hevith had forgotten how much of hunting was waiting.

      That was the hardest part for him, but then the others back in the clearing were waiting, too. They’d been waiting to eat. To leave. To find safety.

      He could offer part of that.

      He would offer part of that.

      There came another flicker of movement.

      Hevith leaned forward.

      There was something beyond the shrub, though the clump of trees nearest him made it difficult to ascertain anything. He’d fired several times throughout the day when they’d seen rabbits or squirrels, but his aim had been off. Firing the crossbow was easy enough, but aiming turned out to be far more difficult than he had realized.

      When they’d been in the prison yard, they’d been terrified of the guards shooting them with those crossbows. Had he known how difficult they were to shoot straight, maybe he wouldn’t have been quite as concerned, but then, they never failed to be deadly. Hevith began to wonder if they hit the person they were aiming at or just hit any one of them.

      Another flicker of movement.

      A faint patch of brown was visible. It was large—much larger than anything else that he’d fired upon.

      His heart started to hammer, but he forced it down. He didn’t need to let panic get the best of him. He needed control. Not only of his heart, but of what he would do next. His aim.

      Holding the crossbow as steady as he could, Hevith looked for a clean shot.

      With the trees situated as they were, there wasn’t going to be much of a clean shot. There might not be much of a shot at all.

      Leaning forward, he moved slowly so that he could try to get a better angle, but saw nothing more than that patch of brown fur.

      Readying the crossbow, trying to keep his arms steady, Hevith fired.

      The bolt flew true.

      It struck… and then the animal darted.

      Toward them.

      Hevith rolled off to the side, abandoning the crossbow, unsheathing the sword.

      He felt as if he were too slow.

      The sound of the animal crashing through the shrubs was loud. He whipped his sword around but thought he was too low.

      A deer broke through the shrubs and he caught one leg with the sweep of his blade.

      The deer crashed to the ground.

      Hevith jumped up and everything spun for a moment. Pain surged in his back, not yet fully healed. He ignored it and raced toward the fallen deer, jabbing it in the side until it stopped moving.

      “Got to bleed it out,” Karn said, approaching slowly.

      “I’ve got to do what?”

      The other man grunted and stepped forward, pulling back the deer’s head and sliding his blade across the throat. Blood spilled onto the forest floor, filling it with the thick coppery scent.

      “Your kill. Your carry,” Karn said.

      Karn started forward, leaving Hevith with the deer.

      He was still weakened and injured and immediately began to question whether he’d be able to move the deer on his own. With the pain he still had in his back, he worried he wouldn’t be able to move the heavy deer that well.

      There was nothing to do but try.

      Tucking the crossbow away, Hevith grabbed the deer by the forelegs and began to pull. Pain shot along his back, streaking from the still-healing wound, working down to his legs.

      He dropped the deer.

      He wasn’t going to be able to do this by himself.

      “Karn,” he said.

      The other man paused and turned back to him.

      “I can’t. I need help.”

      Karn watched him, his brow furrowing for a moment, before grabbing the deer’s legs with one hand and jerking. He pulled far more easily than Hevith had managed, dragging the deer along the forest floor.

      “Do you plan on helping?”

      Hevith grabbed the back legs and together they started to pull.

      The work was slow. They were far enough from the clearing that they had quite a ways to go. At least they’d have a prize when they returned.

      “It’s been a long time since I had venison,” Karn said as they made their way.

      They took a circuitous route, moving between trees, trying to avoid dragging the deer over shrubs. It might have been easier had they prepared some way to carry the deer before they caught it, but he’d expected rabbit or squirrel, nothing quite like this.

      “How long?”

      “Years.” Karn kept his gaze fixed straight ahead of him, but Hevith could see the slight tension at the corners of his eyes.

      “The last time I had fresh meat at all was before I was captured.”

      “You were only in the prison a few months,” Karn said.

      “That was the second time I was captured,” he said.

      Karn looked over. “What was the first?”

      “My family traveled by wagons across much of these lands.”

      “Merchants?”

      “Something like that. I always thought of us as traders, but now…”

      Now that he’d learned about the Jahor and discovered that he had some sort of magical potential, he couldn’t help but question whether there was a different reason for their journeys. They had stayed moving, heading quickly across much of the north, always heading farther to the north. Toward safety. That was what his father had claimed, though Hevith never understood what his father meant by that. What sort of safety did he think they’d find when they got farther to the north?

      “You’re letting Mother question who you were?”

      “I think it’s reasonable, given what I’ve seen and experienced.”

      Karn grunted, shifting the weight of the deer. He carried most of it, leaving Hevith dragging only a part of it. At least he felt as if he were helping, though he didn’t know how much he really contributed. It seemed to Hevith that Karn was doing most of the work.

      “What have you seen?”

      “The war,” Hevith said.

      Karn looked in his direction. “This hasn’t been the war.”

      “What has it been?”

      Turning back toward the trees, Karn jerked again, pulling the deer around a shrub. In the distance, Hevith could make out the outline of the clearing they’d formed. They didn’t have far to go now. The murmuring of voices drifted to him, though it was still distant enough that he wasn’t able to hear any of the threads of conversation.

      “What you’ve seen isn’t war.”

      “I was in Yarshin when I was taken to the prison. Those weren’t their lands.”

      “They aren’t anyone’s lands. Yarshin tries to play it both ways, but that’s not a game anyone can win.”

      “If it’s not war, then what has it been?”

      Karn squeezed his eyes shut, slowing a moment as he did. “War is different. Violent. Brutal. You don’t want to see anything like it.”

      He fell silent. Hevith needed to keep him talking. This was the first time that he’d gotten Karn talking about anything more than his time in slavery. It was the first time that he’d been willing to talk about what he’d been before his own capture. That seemed important to Hevith.

      “What was it like for you?”

      “You don’t want to hear about the war.”

      “I heard about it from Vard.”

      “Mother tell you about him, too?”

      Hevith nodded. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is who he became, not who he was.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      He started to nod, but hesitated. All the time that he’d known Vard, he hadn’t known that he had been on the other side during the war. A change of heart had brought him to work with Hevith’s family, guarding their wagons, giving them a chance to find safety as if he were trying to pay a penance, but would that have changed what Vard had done?

      Hevith didn’t know anything about what Vard the soldier had done. That man wasn’t the man Hevith knew. The man he knew had cared for him. Had tried to train him. To protect him. Had worked to keep him safe, almost to the point of his own torment. Had Vard wanted to, Hevith suspected he would have been able to make a plea for his safety, but he hadn’t. He’d been a prisoner much like Hevith. And he’d died for it.

      “I believe in the man I knew.”

      Karn grunted. “The man you knew would have been a different man before. Anything he did with you can’t change what he’d done in the past.”

      “Everyone can change,” Hevith said. “Everyone should be given the chance to change.”

      They reached the outskirts of the clearing. Karn had been close to sharing his experience in the war, and now that they were within earshot of the camp, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to get him to tell him anything more.

      Not here, at least. If he could convince Karn to keep opening up, maybe he could learn more about the man. He thought he needed to know what had happened to him, if only so Hevith wouldn’t fall into the same trap.

      When they stepped into the clearing dragging the deer, the conversation around them began to die out. Helen ran over, stopping in front of Karn before moving on to Hevith.

      “We can eat tonight,” he said.

      A slight smile crept across her face. “Callah has blessed us.”

      Karn grunted, but he didn’t say anything.

      When they neared the fire, Karn dropped the deer and wandered off. Hevith wanted to follow. At this point, there wasn’t anything he would need to do. There were others who could prepare the meat. They wouldn’t have any way of preserving it, so they’d have to cook all of it, but given how hungry and malnourished everyone was, it wouldn’t be enough to last more than a day or so anyway.

      Helen and two others began to work at the deer, giving Hevith an opportunity to back away. When he did, he looked for Karn, but he’d wandered off.

      When Hevith came across Alicia, she stared into the distance. He took a seat next to her. “What is it?”

      She turned and looked over at him. A haunted expression filled her eyes. “Probably nothing,” she said.

      “Probably?”

      “I know where we’re headed.”

      “Yarshin,” Hevith said.

      “It’s not safe. You and I both know that it’s not.”

      “I don’t think that it is,” he agreed.

      “Then why would we head there?”

      “Just because we’re heading in that direction doesn’t mean that our destination is Yarshin.”

      “What does it mean, then?”

      “I don’t know,” he said in a whisper.

      “There’s a part of me that wants to return.” She looked up at him. “Is that wrong?”

      Hevith shrugged. “I don’t know that it’s wrong. It was home for you.”

      “For a while, at least.”

      “Where was home before?”

      “Farther to the south. A city called Vor.”

      Hevith knew about Vor, though it had been a while since he had read anything about it. It was in one of the books his parents had shared with him, maps and some history of the southern lands.

      “How old were you when you left?”

      “Only a few years old. It was back before the war had spread too far to the north. My parents knew that it was moving. They understood the Jahor were targeted. They took us to Yarshin, where they heard it was safe.” She shook her head. “So much for it being safe.”

      “It’s not any safer now,” Hevith said.

      “I know. Which is why I worry about us returning.”

      “There is no place that is safe these days,” he said.

      She looked over at him, pain blaring in her eyes. “That’s what I fear, as well. The Hith occupy everything.”

      They sat together for a few moments, neither of them speaking, before Hevith finally got up and moved away from her.

      Morad watched from a distance, looking at Hevith before turning away.

      Even in this, he couldn’t get the other man to treat him any better?

      Hevith headed toward him. Morad looked as if he wanted to go somewhere else, but with Hevith walking straight toward him, there wasn’t anyplace he could go.

      “We’ll have food for the night.”

      “Do you think that should impress me?” Morad asked.

      Hevith turned and motioned toward the three women working quickly to clean the deer. They’d already cut several strips of meat free. The idea of having meat—and fresh meat at that—left him with his mouth starting to water.

      “I know you’re hungry. And I know you’ve questioned why we’ve stayed here.”

      “We didn’t stay for you to hunt.”

      “Maybe not, but having the time here to catch something will give the others the strength to go on. Don’t you think Callah wants that for us?”

      Morad watched him, his brow furrowing in suspicion. “Now you would claim to know what Callah does?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t know anything about Callah or what he wants. All I know is that we have enough food for everyone to eat. That has to matter for now. We’re stuck here so the others can recover”—and Hevith, though they no longer were waiting on him to heal—“so we might as well take advantage of it.”

      There was a moment when he thought Morad might soften, but it passed quickly.

      “Are you ready to practice?” the other man asked. “Mother wants you to find a way to reach your power. If you continue to fail, you’ll be of no use to us.”

      “None?” That seemed harsh, even from Morad.

      “None that matters. If you’re to keep us as safe as you’ve promised, you’ll need to find your way of centering and reaching for the power that’s within you.”

      There was something in the way he said it that suggested he wasn’t sure he believed that Hevith even had that power within him. Then again, Hevith didn’t blame him. He still wasn’t entirely sure he believed he had that power within him. Though the sword had glowed, he still didn’t know if it had glowed because of him or because someone else had helped give him that energy.

      “Where would you like to go?”

      “Why not here?” Morad watched him with a hint of a smile on his face.

      Hevith looked at the others in the clearing. The commotion at his arrival with the deer had faded, and everyone had settled back into what they had been doing before his return. Which was not much. Most of them were sitting around much like they had when they were in the prison yard, talking quietly to one another. Mother moved around from place to place, though she didn’t look in his direction.

      He didn’t need to question why Morad would want to practice here, with all these witnesses. The other man was frustrated by Hevith, but more than that, he blamed Hevith for staying here. It was his way of proving to the others that Callah didn’t smile on him.

      “Fine. Let’s sit here, though we should stay at the edge of the clearing.”

      “Yes. In case you somehow find a way to grasp the power that has eluded you each time we’ve worked. That is a wise idea, volatar.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “You called me something. What is it?”

      “A word from my homeland.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Morad turned away rather than answering, guiding Hevith toward the edge of the clearing. When he reached it, he took a seat as he often did, though Morad didn’t. He remained standing, looming over Hevith.

      “Now focus.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. He had a sense that the others in the clearing were all looking in his direction. He needed to learn whether he could reach the power that Mother believed him capable of accessing.

      Focus.

      It would take reaching within himself, digging deep inside, and seeing if there was any answer there. If he could center himself, then he could open himself the way Morad wanted and instructed.

      Thoughts kept intruding.

      Some of them were simple thoughts. Anticipation of the deer. Eating for the first time in a long while and finally settling his rumbling stomach. Worry about Karn and what he’d been through, wondering if he would ever be able to open up enough that he could participate in keeping these people safe. With his experience, Karn could be a valuable ally, but only if he could find it within himself. Hevith thought about what he needed to bring safety to the caravan. They needed soldiers, and if he could find the Firsters, then they would have the kind of protection they needed, but there had been no sign of them. There had been nothing. They had disappeared, which left Hevith troubled…

      Those thoughts were not helpful, not in finding a way of centering himself.

      What he needed was to exclude everything else, to push aside those thoughts.

      The earth. The trees. The fire. The insects. The birds.

      All of those were around him, but other sounds and smells and feelings intruded. As much as he wanted to ignore everything around him, he couldn’t. He could hear the voices around him. He could smell the fire and the roasting meat. He could feel the tension around him, an energy that suggested the nerves of the people and the fear they still held on to.

      That was new.

      Why would he be aware of that?

      Hevith pushed those thoughts away, thinking again of the earth beneath him. It was firm and drying from lack of moisture over the last few days, parched grass beneath him that had been trampled by their presence here. The tree nearest him had a heady pine aroma, and some of the fallen needles surrounded him as well. The stream burbled off to his right, near enough that he could hear it and could almost feel the way the cold of the stream flowed through, as if, were he to take a step into it, he might be able to feel the water swirling around him.

      That was also new.

      Maybe he was finding a way of centering himself despite knowing that Morad loomed over him. If he could do that, and if he could find that calm, then what?

      He’d never managed to take the next step. All he’d done before was focus on everything around him, but he’d never been able to find anything more.

      “I think I’ve centered,” he murmured.

      “What was that?”

      Hevith inhaled deeply and opened his eyes. “I think I’ve centered. It’s different than what I’ve experienced before.”

      “How?”

      Morad looked at him, a hint of anger within the man.

      Hevith could practically feel it, though why should that be?

      “You asked me to find a center. I can feel everything around me differently than what I could feel before. It’s not just the earth and water and everything; it’s the people.”

      Now that he thought more about it, he was certain that was what he was feeling. There was a sense from the people, that sense of the energy all around him, and though he didn’t know what it meant, he could tell that was what he detected.

      It seemed to come from everywhere.

      “What do I do next?”

      “After you’ve centered, you must call to Callah. You must ask for him to give you strength.”

      “I don’t know how to do that.”

      “Then you won’t know his strength.”

      Hevith almost started to laugh, but he realized that Morad was serious. “Aren’t you supposed to teach me these things?”

      “I’m doing what I can, but I can’t help if you’re not the kind of student I can teach.”

      Hevith laughed softly. “Not the kind of student? You’ve done nothing, Morad. It’s almost as if you want to keep me from the power of Callah. Is that what you want?”

      “I’ve taught many over the years.”

      “You might have taught many, but that doesn’t mean you still have the ability to teach.” Hevith got to his feet. If he were able to center, that was lost now. Anything that he might be able to find was lost to him. “What happened, Morad?”

      The other man glowered at him. “If you cannot learn, then I cannot teach.”

      He turned away, heading into the clearing.

      Hevith watched him. If he was supposed to learn how to connect to this power, he would have to do it without Morad.

      Mother might have to teach him. She might not want to do so, but with what he’d been experiencing, he wondered if she would have much of a choice.

      For now, he would need to see if there was anything he could learn about the Firsters. That would be as important as killing the deer. They would need them when they finally left the forest. They would need the safety and security. And Hevith had no idea where to look.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Hevith

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was a blanket of darkness all around him, and Hevith tried staring out against it. His legs burned as he crouched in place, though less than they had the last time he’d been here, and less with each passing day.

      He leaned up against a tree, its sap sticking to him, though he ignored it.

      Instead, he looked through the trees, trying to find any sign of movement.

      Against the backdrop of the darkness, movement would be difficult. Perhaps dangerous. He’d spent the better part of the last few days trying to better understand where the Firsters might have gone, and he remained convinced they couldn’t be that far off.

      There were little signs of them. The movement he’d seen had to have been the Firsters. Not Hith or the soldiers from the prison. If they were, he would have anticipated finding something more. Perhaps another attack. There had been none.

      Even the road had been relatively empty. To Hevith, that was another sign, though he was the only one to think that. In the days leading up to the larger attack, there had been quite a few more soldiers out on the road, enough that he would have expected to have encountered a smaller skirmish by now. That they had not led him to think the reason had to be the Firsters.

      Either that, or the Hith had decided to leave them alone for now. That seemed even less likely. But whatever the reason was, they hadn’t seen anyone.

      Before they moved on, he was determined to find a way to ensure their protection. It wasn’t going to be Hevith and Karn. While Hevith might be willing, his body still hadn’t recovered enough to do anything of use to counter the fighting. The magic Morad tried teaching him hadn’t come to him, so even if there was anything he might be able to do, he wasn’t going to develop that power quickly enough to matter.

      His stomach no longer rumbled as it had. The venison had tasted every bit as he had hoped, and Helen and the others had done an amazing job of preparing it for them. Everyone had celebrated, making the night something of a festival, though subdued. No one wanted to make much noise.

      He’d hoped Karn would have come with him as he searched for the Firsters, but he’d stayed off to the side. At least he’d participated in helping him kill the deer.

      There had to be some evidence of the Firsters.

      They had been near enough to recognize the attack. That mattered.

      He’d searched around in a circle, sweeping in a wider and wider arc as he made his way from the campsite. There had been no evidence of anything, but the Firsters had helped before the rain had come, when the ground was dry. Any evidence of their passing would have been washed away, leaving very little remaining.

      Until now.

      Now there was movement.

      He had followed that movement to this point and now remained near the tree, watching the darkness. There had been nothing else, no sign of anything else that might be here.

      Staying close to the tree, he knew he needed to be careful. Even if what he’d seen wasn’t the Hith, they were in a forest, after all. There were still the dangers that existed within the trees. At night, the perils were even greater than they would be during the day. Not only would he not be able to see what might come, but there was a real risk in animals sneaking up on him. The humans would be the predators in the daylight, but other things were out at night, and not all were friendly.

      It was why he held his sword unsheathed. Not because he expected trouble, but he wanted to be prepared in case it came anyway.

      There was no further movement.

      Maybe that had been his imagination.

      At night, it was easy for his imagination to take off and to conjure glimpses of things that weren’t real. He tried to keep himself focused and listen to everything around him, but that had been difficult. Surprisingly, the lessons Morad had been trying to instill within him, the way of centering himself, had helped him focus on everything around him, giving him the ability to detect more than what he had otherwise. It was almost as if it trained his mind.

      Starting forward, his foot stepped on a branch he hadn’t seen, cracking it.

      Hevith tensed.

      A shadow separated from a nearby tree.

      Raising his sword, he held it out, prepared for whatever might come.

      The shadow had an irregular form, but as it moved, there was more to it that Hevith could see.

      A figure.

      Not an animal.

      He waited, worried about what was out there and what it might mean. Gripping his sword, he flicked his gaze to each side. If there was one figure, there was the chance there would be…

      Something slammed into him from behind.

      Hevith went staggering, sword dropping from his hand.

      He rolled over, expecting to see one of the Firsters. They were who he’d been after, and if he could find one of them, then he could beg them to work with him, maybe even join together. That was what they needed.

      This person was dressed like the guards from the prison.

      Hevith’s heart hammered.

      He kicked. The movement was almost too much for his still-healing back and he winced, but with a guard out here—and so close to the clearing—he needed to act as quickly as he could.

      The man grunted as Hevith’s boot connected.

      He scrambled for the sword, but the other grabbed for him, throwing him to the ground and landing on top of him.

      The air was knocked out of his lungs. Hevith struggled to take a breath and struggled to fight against what was happening to him.

      If he failed, they would be able to reach the others in the clearing.

      That thought stayed with him. It filled him.

      It was the same feeling he had known the last time he was attacked. He’d had that same worry as the soldiers had come upon them, and he’d wanted nothing more than to protect the others. It connected him to his anger—his edge. Vard had wanted him to control it, and Hevith was determined to.

      He kicked again, throwing the man off.

      When he went flying away, Hevith grabbed for his sword, spinning around so he could see the attacker.

      Now there were two.

      Of course there would be. There had been the shadow he’d seen separate from the tree, so he knew there was another. Now he had to fight off more than one?

      Did he have enough strength?

      That might not be the answer. It might come down to whether he had enough of an edge. When it came to facing the guards, it hadn’t been skill that had saved him before. It had been his edge. That had filled him, making him stronger. He embraced it now.

      He was too far away from the others to expect any help. Even if they were to know that he needed help, he didn’t want to risk their discovery. It was best the soldiers not know they were here.

      Then again, they had found him.

      If they captured him, they would torment him.

      The idea of capture filled him with something more than rage: fear.

      It was terrible and almost incapacitating. Here he’d tried to be strong, to show the others that they could find hope, to show Karn that there was more for him, but Hevith still succumbed to the blind fear that filled him at the idea of capture.

      He had to use that, too.

      If he could embrace the fear, embrace the power, then he could use that.

      Let that fill him.

      It could make him strong. Anger and the caution Vard had taught him let him hone that edge. It gave him control.

      If they captured him, Hevith didn’t think he’d be able to withstand torture. They would find the others, discover the camp and clearing. Those he’d saved would be in danger.

      He would not let them suffer.

      Shifting the sword, he thought of what Mother had told him—but it was Morad’s words that came back to him. More the taunt than anything else. He’d doubted Hevith would have the power he needed to save them. If he betrayed them, even unintentionally, it would be even worse.

      There was a surge of something. Energy, perhaps.

      He darted toward the nearest of the attackers.

      He noticed a glowing along his sword.

      It wasn’t as bright white as it had been when he had fought off the attackers the last time, but the pale light pushed back some of the darkness.

      Hevith slammed the sword toward the man, sweeping it toward him.

      The man slipped back, moving away.

      Hevith raced forward, the glowing sword pushing back the darkness. He brought the blade around, catching the man’s sword but pushing through it.

      There was a surge of something more. Even more light. Power. Energy.

      Then the man’s sword shattered.

      Hevith pushed him back and jammed his sword into the soldier.

      He spun around, looking for the other attacker. He was somewhere nearby.

      Shadows slipped around him.

      Hevith looked for him, trying to find where he’d gone, but as he did, there was nothing but the darkness.

      The light glowing from the sword didn’t seem to force back those shadows. There was nothing other than the night around him.

      Hith. It had to be.

      He turned slowly, looking everywhere.

      He couldn’t risk the soldier getting back to the camp. He couldn’t risk something happening to the others. Hevith had to stop the Hith.

      The light along the blade surged.

      The Hith was a dozen paces from him near a tree.

      Hevith raced toward him.

      He swept the sword around, spinning the blade, and connected with him, carving through a branch that blocked him and slamming into his sword.

      The sound of metal on metal rang out.

      Hevith brought his blade back around and realized the Hith had a curved sword much like the large man he’d faced the night of the attack.

      He pushed back. Hevith stumbled, his feet tangling in the undergrowth.

      Hazarding a look down, he saw vines that seemed to rise out of the ground and try to catch him, almost as if they were controlled by the Hith. The vines were dark, thick tendrils that seemed blacker than night.

      Hevith swiped at them with the sword.

      The vines retreated.

      He swung his sword around again and barely managed to block the Hith. Unlike the guard’s weapon, the curved sword didn’t shatter. The Hith was skilled with his sword—far more than Hevith.

      He was forced away and he continued to move back, trying to get into a space where he could be safe, but with each step he took, he seemed to be grabbed by the vines again.

      Hevith stumbled again and fell.

      Rolling to the side, he slammed his sword at the ground, determined to cut through the vines reaching for him, the Hith magic straining for him.

      Getting free, he tried to rise to his feet, but even as he did, he was pushed back again, managing to bring his sword up in time to stop the next blow.

      The Hith was strong. Hevith had once claimed the same, but time in the prison had sapped his strength. The only thing he had was the light along the blade that seemed to make him stronger, as if it were granting him something more.

      Light glowed a little brighter than before. The blade cast off the shadows, pushing back the darkness.

      He pushed off.

      Hevith got to his feet, swinging the sword around, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      He was forced to lunge off to the side to avoid the sword.

      There was a soft whispering sound near him.

      Hevith dropped, spinning around, half expecting it to be another guard or even one of the Hith.

      There was someone, but not who he expected.

      One of the Firsters.

      Thirteen.

      Thirteen was larger than Hevith, and an angry grimace was locked on his face as he swung his sword at the Hith. The Firster was skilled, dancing with the blade in a way that Hevith could not.

      He got to his feet, hurrying away from the Hith and his curved blade.

      The vines still tried to grab at him, but now with his glowing blade, Hevith could see the way they were moving, trailing along the ground. He sliced through them, bringing the sword across them as he ran.

      The Hith spun toward him.

      Hevith brought his sword up and came face to face with the Hith. It seemed the night itself folded around him, darkness squeezing him.

      The light within his sword began to fail.

      Hevith cried out.

      Then the Hith fell.

      Thirteen stood behind him, blood dripping from the Firster’s blade.

      Hevith breathed heavily, watching the Hith, worried that he’d get up.

      He wouldn’t have been able to withstand the Hith much longer. Without Thirteen, he would have died. “Thank you.”

      The Firster glared at him. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Looking for you. Others like you. I’m—”

      The Firster spun away, slipping toward the nearest trees before Hevith had a chance to finish. He went running after the man, trying to find a way to catch up to him, but the man moved quickly through the forest.

      Hevith was tired. The nature of the attack had taken quite a bit out of him, more than he would have expected, given how long he’d fought. Maybe it was nothing more than the idea that he might die out in the forest, though he wasn’t sure if that was all there was to it. It was a strange weakness that washed over him, leaving him empty.

      Cursing to himself, Hevith darted back to the fallen soldier and grabbed his curved blade before chasing the Firster again. Thirteen faded into the night.

      If he could get his sword to glow again, he might be able to see where he’d gone.

      Looking down at his sword, he tried to will it into accepting the light, as if he could somehow force the light into the blade. Nothing about it changed, though he hadn’t expected it to.

      At least he could no longer doubt he’d done something. Morad couldn’t tell him Callah had overlooked him. Callah had smiled on him, though Hevith didn’t know what that really meant.

      When the sword didn’t change, he hurried through the trees, wandering between them and hoping to somehow find where Thirteen had gone.

      He didn’t have any way of tracking through the forest. The longer he traveled away from the clearing, the more he began to wonder if it was dangerous to head out this way. At a certain point, he’d get far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to make out which direction he needed to go to return to the clearing.

      Pausing and looking around, he saw a faint lightness in the distance.

      Hevith didn’t think that it came from the campfire at the center of the clearing the prisoners had been using. He was still far enough away that he shouldn’t have spotted anything that would have drawn him back toward the campsite. And if it wasn’t from his people, that meant it was from others.

      Firsters?

      That was what he hoped, but if it was the Firsters, it meant they were closer to them than he’d realized. He would have expected to have come across them before now. That he hadn’t meant the Firsters either didn’t want him to find them—something that was a distinct possibility—or they weren’t the Firsters at all.

      And if not the Firsters…

      Hevith slowed, holding on to the sword.

      Approaching that distant light slowly, he watched for movement in the shadows.

      With each step, he was cautious. Worried. He’d made a mistake earlier when he’d stepped on a branch, cracking it. He didn’t want to do something similar again.

      It seemed as if the forest was a thick blanket around him. Dense and dark. Could it be the Hith? They had control over something similar. If so, they were close to his people.

      He needed to know.

      Hevith moved carefully.

      A row of tall shrubs blocked his view. Some of the light drifted out through there, though not as much as he needed in order to see. He would have to move branches out of the way. Either that or he would have to move along the row of shrubs and find a space he could look through.

      Slipping along the row of shrubs, he didn’t see anything at first. He focused on trying to find a way through the shrubs, but there wasn’t any opening. There was nothing but the thick band of darkness.

      It could be Hith.

      The sound of voices drifted into the night.

      Hevith listened to those voices and didn’t hear any he recognized. They were soft, though that could be because they were trying to keep themselves hidden. That could mean Firsters, not the Hith. The words from one of the people were accented, though not heavily. The voices were muted, so that it made it difficult to overhear anything substantial.

      A few paces away, the shrubs ended.

      Hevith hesitated.

      Clutching his sword tightly, he remembered he still had the curved blade.

      If he were attacked, he wouldn’t be able to use both blades. He could use one or the other. He wanted to hang on to the curved blade until he understood it better, so decided to sheathe his usual sword.

      Moving forward, he pushed the shrubs carefully to the side with the flat of the blade.

      Then he saw into the light.

      There was enough movement that he froze.

      Dozens of soldiers. None of them Firsters.

      The strange glowing came from what looked to be a short wand set atop a table. Five others, all of them dressed in dark clothing that reminded Hevith of the strange man Thirteen had killed, stood around it. From where he stood, it even looked as if most of the men carried the same strange curved sword.

      He had to get out of here.

      There were too many for him to confront, and even if he wanted to know what they were doing, he didn’t dare remain here.

      He backed up as carefully and quietly as he could, still pushing on the shrubs with the flat of the blade.

      It wasn’t until he was back through the tall shrub that he let out a shaky breath.

      Then someone grabbed his shoulder.
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      The soft light coming off Shae created a dim glow around everything. At least it pushed back the darkness within the fortress, enough that we didn’t need lanterns, though we carried them with us. It was better to have the opportunity for traditional light, were we to need it.

      “Why are we down here?” she asked.

      She twisted in place, looking all around, and as she did, the focus of the light changed, twisting from one bare wall to another before finally angling back and up so that we could look toward the ceiling.

      “We’re here to see if we can find anything the Trilan might be after.”

      “You said you couldn’t detect anything?” Erich asked.

      I looked over at him. His hand ran along the scar on his neck, touching it as he often did. A scowl seemed permanently etched on his face.

      “I can’t, which is why we’re down here. I’ve been looking, searching for anything that might tell me what purpose he had in this place,” I said.

      “Other than it was effective in holding our kind,” Erich said.

      Shae shot him a look and he shrugged. Tolsar stood behind us, quiet as usual.

      “Other than that,” I said.

      It wasn’t so much that the fortress was effective in holding us as it was that they had used those with the right kind of abilities to maintain it. Even in that, there had been a considerable number of people imprisoned here who hadn’t known what power they had. Most of them weren’t even aware they had much of a connection to the elaron. Without knowing about that power, they wouldn’t have been of much use to the Vicenz. At least, that was what I thought.

      The captured Hith had been of no greater use than the one who had died. I hadn’t been willing to try and take them to the Place of Knowing, not only because I hadn’t wanted to risk them, but because I wasn’t sure that I wanted to risk myself. It was possible that if I were to try going there again, I wouldn’t be able to return.

      “Why down here?” Shae lifted a scrap of fabric and dust plumed off it. She wrinkled her nose before setting it back down. “There isn’t anything here we can use.”

      “There isn’t anything here we think we could use, but we have to think more like the Vicenz than ourselves. We need to know what it is that they might have gone after. Look for anything that might be enhanced in some way.”

      “There’s nothing here at all,” Erich said.

      I felt the same as them, but I didn’t want to admit to it. We’d been searching the better part of the last three days, and in that time, we hadn’t come up with anything. It wasn’t that we thought there would be nothing. The longer we looked, the more we thought we would eventually find something. It was that whatever the Vicenz had valued seemed unusual.

      There were a few carpets similar to the scrap we found down here that had been stacked in the upper levels. There was the bin of yarn. Spools of it, all different colors, and many of them would have been valuable to trade, though that was my childhood speaking to me. I wouldn’t even know how to begin trading it. We’d found paintings, many of them faded, all stacked above as well. When we had tested them, using whatever connection to the elaron that we could, we hadn’t been able to uncover anything that would be worrisome to us. That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything to be worried about, only that we weren’t able to detect it.

      Reaching a door near the back of the room, I carefully pushed it open. We did everything carefully here, worried that if we were too aggressive, we might trip traps that had been set for us.

      Another empty room.

      This one had a hint of light filtering through a hole in the ceiling. We were far enough underground that there shouldn’t be any light visible, but as we looked, something seemed to be drifting downward.

      “What do you think?” Shae whispered.

      “It’s like the others,” Tolsar said. “We should head back.”

      “Not quite like the others, though it’s pretty close,” I said.

      She stopped in the middle of the room, spread her arms out to the side, and used the power of the elaron. Shae had a talent reaching it, and she continued to develop that talent to the point where she was able to reach it easily—far more easily than I had expected her to be able to do this soon. She let the magic seep out from her, sweeping around the room.

      “Do you detect anything?” I asked her.

      I connected to what Shae did, not using magic of my own but borrowing from her. It didn’t require I connect to that power quite as strongly, which benefited me.

      “There’s not much here. I can feel a trace of what had once been here, though it’s faint,” she said.

      I didn’t tell her having a sense of anything that had once been here was a remarkable talent. It was one I had struggled with at the height of my powers.

      “There’s nothing,” Erich said.

      I looked over at him. “You still struggle against it. Focus on your surroundings. Everything within you. Use it.”

      “You want me to focus on the dust?”

      I laughed. “The dust. The items around us. Let that guide you.”

      “Is that how it works for you?”

      “It was how someone once thought to teach me.” That it didn’t work didn’t matter.

      Erich looked away and his mouth scrunched into a thin line. A hint of elaron flowed from him, though it was faint. Weak.

      “Good,” I said to him. “Keep at it.”

      I watched him, concern hitting me for a moment before I pushed it away. Erich wasn’t like them.

      “The tracings of what I detect are strange,” Shae said.

      I focused on the way she used the magic, letting my sense of it drift toward what she had done. There was a tracing of something else.

      As she had said, it was a strange sense. The tingle of it was there, faint, but the more that I focused upon it, the easier it became to recognize what I detected. A tracing of power.

      Not just any power, but one that had once held the sense of the elaron.

      This was what we’d been looking for.

      We’d searched for so long and had found nothing.

      It was deep beneath the main part of the fortress. The room was separated by several others, and distant, so it would have been difficult to reach. That didn’t fit with how I suspected they would use that power. They would have wanted a way to draw on it, to reach for it so they wouldn’t have to wait for someone to come down here for these items.

      Could the hole in the ceiling have anything to do with it?

      As I looked up toward it, holding on to my faint sense of the elaron, I tried to push upward to get an idea as to why they would have used this space and what they had done with it. I couldn’t uncover anything.

      “What of you?” I asked Tolsar.

      He stared around himself, looking more bored than anything. “Do you really need me here?”

      “Need? Probably not. I wanted to help you learn. Help all of you. The only way you’re going to be able to do that is by practicing. Working with me.”

      He closed his eyes, but I couldn’t tell if he even tried reaching for the elaron.

      Letting out a deep breath, I glanced over at Shae. She had a strange look in her eyes.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. I feel something. I don’t really know what it is, only that it seems to be pulling on me.” She looked toward me but her expression didn’t shift. “There’s more than just the sense of the elaron here, Hevith.”

      I hadn’t focused on anything else, though I would have expected a stronger sense of the ne’rash, were that to have been used here. Normally with that power, there was something more, some additional aspect, that would make that obvious, but in this case…

      Reaching outward with the sense of the ne’rash, I didn’t detect anything.

      That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything here, only that I didn’t detect it. There might be a hint of power I hadn’t managed to uncover.

      “What do you think it is?” I whispered, and realized she’d been whispering too. There was nothing else down here with us, so there was no reason for either of us to be doing that.

      She looked over at me. The light glowing off her had begun to intensify. Whatever it was that she had detected had troubled her enough that she had reverted to strength. With the strength she possessed, she would be able to defend herself if it came down to it, but down here, there should be no reason to.

      “A hint of power. There’s something about it drawing on me. I… I just don’t understand it.”

      Drawing on her?

      That sounded like something I had experienced before.

      “Do you feel it?” I asked Erich.

      The elaron fluttered from him, but only briefly. “I don’t feel anything.”

      When I looked at Tolsar, I saw only his flash of red hair in between a stack of boxes.

      He wouldn’t be any help.

      Pushing outward with the elaron, I had to be certain.

      Shae clenched her jaw.

      Then I saw it.

      The tracing of power.

      It was drawn off her, much like she said.

      Rather than heading toward any artifact as I had expected, there was the sense that power was drawn away from her—and toward the opening in the ceiling.

      That was the source of the light.

      There was something here. At least, there was some reason for this place, whether it was in this room or the one above it.

      “Can you wait here?”

      She looked over at me. “What are you going to do?”

      I looked toward the opening. “I need to see where that goes.”

      “I could come with you.”

      “You could, but then I don’t think I’d be able to see it the way I can with it pulling on you.”

      She watched me a moment before nodding.

      “Erich. You come with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need you to come with me. That’s why.”

      Hurrying back out into the main part of the fortress, we headed up a series of stairs before reaching the level with the doorway. I could feel the energy here, and there was something about that energy that lingered. It built, and I focused on it.

      Using the power of the elaron to determine where it might best be able to flow, I detected a drawing upon me, the same pull I had felt from below. I approached carefully, looking around to see if there might be something I could uncover about it. There was only the steady drawing sensation upon me.

      When I pushed open the door, I saw the opening below.

      That wasn’t all I could see.

      “What’s here?” Erich whispered.

      “Something within the room we’d overlooked.”

      Having detected what I had from the power drawing upon us, I had known there would be something more, some aspect of energy that would continue to call upon me, but I hadn’t known what it might be. The sense reminded me of something I had experienced long ago, but that shouldn’t be here in the fortress.

      What I found was what appeared to be a small chalice. Made of gold and silver, the writing along the edge of it was difficult to read. The power drawn up through the floor was there. I could feel that power, but more than that, I could see that power.

      It collected in the bowl, filling it.

      The elaron pooled within the bowl. I hadn’t seen anything like it before.

      “What is that?” Erich asked, reaching for it.

      I swatted his hand away. “Careful. You need control of the elaron for this.”

      Dipping my hand toward it, I discovered the sense of the elaron was cold, much as the power of the elaron was often cold. This power flowed toward me, stretching along my arm, power that I could feel as much as I could see.

      “Are you there yet?”

      Shae’s voice was soft and I tensed, feeling the way that her energy surged along my hand. There was a connection to it and I could feel the way she used it, the way that power flowed, and I could feel the sense of energy within it.

      “We’re here,” I said. “This… this isn’t what I would have expected at all.”

      “What is it?”

      Reaching for the bowl again, I traced my fingers around the outside of the rim, working over the writing. I didn’t recognize the language, which was surprising enough, but even more surprising was the way the engraving seemed to fill with another surge of power, a sense of energy that left me with a faint thrill.

      The power within the bowl swirled around.

      That power came from Shae.

      Were there others that it had drawn from?

      What would happen were Erich to try sending elaron into it?

      The similarity to the inestar and other items like it was too much for me to overlook. When I had first seen that device, when I had begun to understand the way that it worked, I had believed it was something more than it was.

      Placing my finger into the bowl, I felt for the power within it.

      It surged, rolling over my fingers and then up my hand, through my wrist, and up my arm. The sense of it left me cold, though filled with power.

      I could use that power.

      It was the power of the elaron, but this wasn’t my power.

      It was borrowed power.

      A shuffling came from behind me.

      I could feel Shae approaching through the connection I now shared with her power. Tolsar followed her, looking everywhere. Because I had touched that power, I could feel her in a way that I hadn’t been able to before, and now that I could sense that power coming off her, I thought I could detect something between us that hadn’t been there before.

      “What is it?” Her voice was still a whisper, and I smiled.

      Having touched the power within the bowl had given me a different understanding than I had before. With that, I could reach out and feel the elaron all around us—all around me. I let the sense of the elaron sweep away from me, that sense of power that washed outward.

      “It’s this,” I said, holding the cup forward.

      She leaned toward it, looked inside, and gasped. “What is that?”

      “This is partly tied to your power.”

      “Partly?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know how much of this is from others.” I glanced at Erich, but he stood off to the side, watching it with a dark gleam in his eye. “There might be others of our people who have been here who had power drawn off them.”

      With the nature of what I detected in the bowl, I couldn’t tell who or how many had been involved, only that there had to have been others who had their power siphoned off.

      Would there be other items like this here?

      There might be. Which meant that there might be more power drained from us.

      My encounter with the Trilan came back to me. He had wanted to be here, and he had wanted to have the opportunity to have us here. I had to wonder if perhaps that was because he had known we might be trapped here… and that he might be able to continue to siphon power away from us.

      “We need to see if there are other items like this around here,” I said.

      “We haven’t found anything.”

      “I think we need to keep looking. If there’s anything here, then we need to see what the Hith and the Trilan wanted with it. He wanted us here.”

      I hadn’t told them about my experience with the Place of Knowing and the Trilan. I hadn’t told anyone. There hadn’t been a point in doing so. Anything that might suggest to her or to any of the others that we weren’t safe here would only lead to fear.

      “Why would he have wanted us here?” Erich asked.

      “There might be other items like this for them to use to collect our power. We have to find them.” That would have to be the first thing that we did.

      “Do you think we can use this? We know what it is. How they were using it. Maybe there’s a way to uncover if they’re doing anything more with these,” Shae asked.

      “I might be able to,” I said.

      If we could find all of the devices they had here, we might be able to start figuring out what he thought he could accomplish.

      “Why don’t we?” Tolsar asked softly.

      We. Not just me.

      It should be a we.

      Shae was skilled. I had seen that. Because of her, I had been able to uncover this. Without her, I didn’t know that I would have noticed anything.

      I would need her.

      More than that, I would need the others.

      They would have to hold on to their connection to the elaron. Most of the time, they could do so with more consistency than I could. Until we uncovered the locations in which these devices might be hidden, we would have to be careful with how we were using power. Even once we found them, we would have to be cautious.

      Shae reached for the bowl. Erich watched her. “What does it feel like?”

      “It feels like the power of the elaron, though pure. When I reach for power, it’s cold, almost so cold that it wants to burn. This is like that but intensified.”

      Shae pulled her hand back. “Intensified?”

      “There’s a significant power in it. When you reach into it, you can detect that power, though it’s something different than what it feels like when I reach for that power.”

      She kept her hand above the surface of the cup before lowering it. “I don’t know that I’m ready for it. Sometimes when I try to use the power that’s within me, it feels like it’s more than I can hold. If this is like that, only intensified, I don’t know if I’m ready.”

      “Sometimes you have to dive in and use the power you have, regardless of whether you think you’re ready for it,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder to encourage her.

      She took a deep breath and started to faintly glow.

      Then she dipped her hand into the bowl.

      I didn’t stop her as I had Erich.

      The power within it exploded.

      I could tell the mistake immediately.

      She didn’t have the control she needed to reach into the bowl. Using additional elaron was an advanced skill. The power surged within her, and the glowing from her burst with a bright light.

      Grabbing her hand, I jerked her free from the bowl, but the elaron that had been confined there had already started to surge, and now it flowed toward her, stretching beyond her fingers and up her arm, filling her.

      She needed to stop it.

      I would have to help.

      Without having enough control over my elaron, I wasn’t sure that I could.

      What I could do was to reach into the bowl.

      Using that, I redirected what was happening to Shae.

      She cried out.

      Pushing the power back into the bowl, I let it flow from me, toward the bowl, where it was stored.

      “I guess I shouldn’t jump in just yet,” she whispered.

      With that, Shae collapsed.
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      Hevith spun around, wanting to whip the sword up so that he could defend himself, but the moment he did, the others on the opposite side of the shrub would hear him and come running.

      A dark-eyed man stood across from him. The faint glowing light reflected off his eyes as he watched Hevith.

      He recognized the man.

      He’d seen him before. It had been a few weeks, ever since the escape from the prison yard, and he didn’t know whether he had been a part of the defense of the wagons.

      Hevith raised his hand, shaking his head. “I’m not with them.”

      The Firster hesitated, watching Hevith for a moment.

      Hevith motioned behind him again. If he didn’t deescalate this quickly, there was going to be a fight of some kind, and he didn’t like the odds. With only this one Firster against however many were on the other side of that shrub, they would be overwhelmed.

      “I’m with the others. You helped us. We have the wagons.” Hevith spoke each sentence as hurriedly as he could, trying to get the point across without revealing anything to the others who were still nearby.

      The Firster flicked his gaze around before settling on Hevith. He watched and then motioned for Hevith to step forward. When he did, the man’s gaze lingered on the curved blade.

      Could that be it?

      That wouldn’t be altogether surprising. He had one of the strange weapons, and if nothing else, it would have drawn their attention. It had drawn Hevith’s attention when he’d first seen it, and he suspected the sword mattered. That was why he’d grabbed it.

      Moving ahead, he didn’t like having the Firster behind him. He sensed the man there, a presence that pushed him forward. A sharp edge jabbed into his back, though Hevith wasn’t about to say anything until he knew where the man was leading him. It could be to the other Firsters.

      When he’d moved about a dozen paces away from the line of the shrubs, another shadowed figure appeared, joining the other. Another Firster.

      They shared a look. Hevith tried to catch this man’s eyes. He recognized this man too, though not much beyond that. He didn’t have a name. When it came to the Firsters, there were no names at all. Just numbers. Then again, within the prison yard, they were all nothing more than numbers.

      Hevith was urged forward again and he followed them. They headed away from the glowing light. He looked behind him, trying to catch another glimpse of it, wanting to know where it would be so that he could find it again in the daylight. Maybe then, he could come with others. Karn might be willing to come out here, if it was important in keeping their people safe. Then again, it was difficult to know what Karn might be willing to do.

      The Firster nudged him forward again, and Hevith had no choice but to go.

      They moved slowly at first, but the farther they got from that light, the faster he was forced to go. They moved generally away from the clearing with the fire, and Hevith began to wonder if he’d be able to make it back.

      Then they slowed again.

      They’d walked about an hour. No one said anything, and with the tip of the sword poking into his back, Hevith wasn’t about to argue about where they guided him. Not that it mattered. He wouldn’t be able to run until he knew where he was. Even then, he wasn’t sure that he would want to run. If this was the other Firsters, this was where he needed to be. He’d been looking for them.

      The faint light of a campfire greeted him.

      The Firsters would either have to be confident in the fact that the Hith wouldn’t be able to find them, or they didn’t know before now that the others were so close.

      Hevith stepped forward, moving between a pair of tall pines and into a clearing with a dozen Firsters sitting around a fire.

      There should be more.

      How many had been lost? If they were still battling the Hith, it was possible there had been quite a few lost. They hadn’t had the numbers to begin with.

      An older man Hevith had seen while within the prison yard sat amid the others. His hair was shorn short and his back was slightly stooped, but he looked better than he had when Hevith had seen him last. As they approached, the man got to his feet. His face was stained with what Hevith thought was dirt at first, but as the man approached, he realized it was blood.

      “What is this?” the man asked.

      “We found him when we were patrolling. Got close to their camp.” The man pushed Hevith forward. “Look at him, Graychen. He’s got one of their swords.”

      “I took it off one of them. One of your people cut him down.”

      Graychen glanced from Hevith to the others behind him. “We did what?”

      “No one that I know of. We know better than to draw their attention until we’re ready.”

      Hevith frowned. One of the Firsters had helped.

      “I was attacked by someone”—he hesitated acknowledging that it was Thirteen—“when I was looking for you.” He glanced from Graychen to the man on his other side. Now that he was here, Hevith had a sense that he wasn’t in quite as much danger, but he couldn’t help wondering how much they knew about what was happening nearby. With what he’d seen, he was concerned they weren’t prepared for what they might have to face. “There were two of them. One of them carried this sword.”

      Graychen motioned to some of the others near the fire and turned to them, whispering softly. Three men disappeared into the darkness before Graychen turned back to him.

      “Why is it so dangerous?”

      Graychen glowered at Hevith a moment, then motioned for him to join him. They took a seat near the fire. Heat radiated from it. Though it should be a comfortable heat, with what he’d been experiencing, Hevith found nothing comfortable about it. His heart raced and sweat dripped down his brow. He’d been gone from his own camp for a while now, long enough that he worried about what would happen. If they learned that he was gone, they’d fear that something had happened to him. Some, like Morad, might be concerned enough that they would want to get the others moving.

      From what Hevith had seen, and with the movement that was near the campsite, he thought perhaps they should get moving. If there were that many Hith and their soldiers, they would need to move soon, if only to avoid the heaviest of the attack. They’d barely survived the last one. If the Hith brought another one, he doubted they’d get so lucky again. The next time, it looked as if there would be more of the men with the curved swords, whatever they meant.

      “You shouldn’t be out here,” the older man said when Hevith took a seat.

      “I’m trying to keep my people safe.”

      The man grunted. “Your people? Prisoners.”

      “Right. Like the rest of us were.” Hevith looked around the fire at the others with this man. “They were prisoners too.”

      “We were captured in the war. That’s different than what happened to you.”

      “Then why did you help us when we were attacked a few days ago?”

      The man’s face twisted into a tight frown. “We wouldn’t have, but we’d been following movement. We needed to stop them before they got word back there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s our job.”

      “You were captured. Is your job still to fight?”

      Hevith had known the Firsters had once been soldiers, but he hadn’t expected they would still view themselves in such a way. If that were the case, why would they have behaved the way they had in the camp? Why fight and harm others for food?

      Then again, that was the only reason they had fought, other than when Hevith had intervened. They had fought because they wanted to eat enough. He didn’t remember them starting any other fights in the yard, which had surprised him at the time. The pointless fighting always came from other groups.

      “We were captured because it’s our job to fight.” The man looked around. “We’ll get you back to your people, then you need to get those wagons moving. You can’t stay here.”

      “Why help us this little and no more?” Hevith almost offered to help them in exchange for more, but there wasn’t any real help he’d be able to provide. If they were fighting, that was beyond his ability. “You were in the same place as us. We could work together. We need escorts to help guide us safely.”

      Watching the Firster as he said it, he wondered if the other man would simply toss him into the forest for suggesting it. That was the reason he’d come out here, though now that he saw the way they were organized, the way they seemed to have defaulted back into their fighting groupings, he wasn’t so sure about his plan.

      “You need more than escorts to get you to safety.” He looked around. “We’ll get you back. I’d suggest getting moving soon.”

      “Why? What’s coming?” When the man didn’t answer, Hevith leaned forward. “I saw them. Their camp. Is that what you’re concerned about?”

      “What did you see?”

      Hevith shrugged. “There were quite a few. Several of them had swords like this.” He motioned to the curved blade. He wanted the man to tell him the significance of the blade, but he merely glanced at it, saying nothing. “They had something that glowed.”

      “Did you see what they had?”

      Hevith shook his head. That was what they were after? They were more concerned about the item he’d seen on the table than the men with the curved swords? That surprised him. “Just that it was a slender piece of wood. It glowed with a soft white light.”

      “You saw it?”

      “I saw it… What is it?”

      The man got to his feet. “If they’ve got that out here, we can’t stay.”

      Stalking away, he hurried to several of the men on the far side of the fire and began to whisper to them quickly. One of the men raced off, hurrying into the darkness, while the others started to break down the camp. The suddenness of it surprised Hevith.

      They began with the fire. It didn’t take long before they had it extinguished, the flames suppressed, and then they moved on to gathering up all of their belongings, shoving them into makeshift packs.

      “What’s going on?” Hevith asked the man.

      He barely glanced up. “I won’t be able to part with anyone to get you back to your people. Do you think you can find your way back?”

      “I don’t even know where I am.”

      “The road is about thirty paces to the north. You can follow that west to where your people are hiding. I’d suggest that you get moving as quickly as possible.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Whatever he’d said—and seen—had troubled them.

      The glowing rod. For whatever reason, that bothered the man, though Hevith didn’t know why that should be.

      “I’d suggest you hurry,” the Firster said.

      “You could come with us. Escort us. We need the protection.”

      “If they have what you saw out here, then you’re going to need more than protection.”

      The man started to turn, but Hevith caught his arm, forcing him around. “What is it?”

      “Nothing that you can do anything about. As I said. Return to the others and get moving.”

      The man pulled away from Hevith and joined the others. He listened, hoping to hear something about what had troubled them so much. He was able to make out only a little, but there was one word that hit him.

      Inestar.

      There was something almost familiar about it, though Hevith couldn’t remember ever hearing that word before.

      “What’s an inestar?” he asked, starting toward the Firster.

      He twisted to look at Hevith. “Be careful using that word.”

      “What is it?” Hevith didn’t say it again. The word was strange and seemed to come off his tongue in an odd way. “Why are you so concerned by it?”

      He glanced at the others with him before facing Hevith. “The inestar is meant for the Jahor, but the Hith repurposed it for something else. A weapon. If you saw it glowing, it means they’re using it.”

      “The Hith used the inestar?”

      “Something like it. Not as powerful as the inestar. Using it, they will find the Jahor and ensure any with power are neutralized.”

      “And there were other Hith there?”

      The man offered a sardonic smile. “What kind of sword do you think you’re holding?”

      “I didn’t know. I thought it was one of the guards like we encountered in the prison.”

      “The prison held us so the Hith weren’t needed. Until you got us free.” He inhaled deeply. “You’ve got your answers. Go and get your wagons moving before the Hith come after you.”

      “What about you?”

      “We’re going to do what we can.”

      Hevith stood fixed in place for a moment but realized the other man wasn’t going to share anything more. They weren’t planning on fighting the Hith. That much was obvious from the way they were packing up and preparing to depart, along with the concern they’d shown at someone having confronted one of the Hith.

      Not just someone. Thirteen.

      He’d helped Hevith despite what Graychen had wanted.

      They might not have the help they wanted from all of the Firsters. At least not if they feared the Hith. But could he get any additional help?

      He hurried off. In the darkness, it would be difficult to reach the camp quickly. Not only did he need to reach it quickly, but he wanted to do it quietly and without drawing the attention of the others. If the Hith discovered him out here, what might they do?

      As he walked, he lost track of where he was.

      Here he thought that he’d be able to find his way back, but he couldn’t tell anything.

      Hevith paused. Looking all around, he focused on trying to center himself the way that Morad had been teaching. Or attempting to teach. What he needed was to find his way, but he wasn’t sure he could do so.

      There was the forest all around him. As he focused on it, listening to the sounds and the darkness, he tried to use that to know where he needed to go. But he had to push those senses away. Not just the forest, but everything else.

      What had he done when he’d somehow gotten the sword to glow?

      As he focused on that memory, he couldn’t tell what it had been.

      He’d been scared, but these days, he’d been scared about quite a few different things. It was fear that came from everything he’d experienced, fear that felt as if it were earned.

      Fear hadn’t been what had connected him to something more.

      And if not fear, then what was it?

      Hevith didn’t know. While he tried to center himself, to find that part of himself that he could use to connect to power, he had no idea what it would take.

      There was no sense of where he needed to go.

      Maybe he should have demanded one of the Firsters lead him back. They had brought him out here, after all; they should be responsible for ensuring he got back to his people safely.

      Then again, they had tried.

      He’d made a mistake.

      Graychen had told him to reach the road and follow it. Hevith had been so caught up in everything else, in the idea that he might need to face the Hith, that he’d forgotten what the other man had said.

      After wandering for a while, he found the road where Graychen had promised it would be. Then he headed west.

      Hevith ran. The darkness around him was strange and unsettling, especially with no one else out here with him as there had been before. The longer that he hurried into the darkness, the more his mind raced with what he had seen and what he needed to do. Get to the campsite. Then he’d have to get people moving.

      In the darkness, he worried about how they’d respond to him prompting them to move. Some would have a hard time doing so. Morad would feel vindicated. They had spent too much time camped as they were. They should have gotten moving before now.

      Reaching a section of the road he recognized, Hevith began to slow.

      From here, he knew where he needed to duck back into the trees.

      Turning slowly, he moved through the branches, noting the wagons still tucked into them, hidden by the boughs twisted around them, and jogged forward.

      The clearing was quiet.

      Hevith looked at the people resting. They deserved a chance to relax. After everything that they’d all gone through, he wanted them to be able to know a sense of peace.

      Mother was awake when he found her on the far side of the clearing. She sat facing the fire, her legs crossed in front of her, hands resting in her lap.

      “What is it?” she asked as he approached.

      “I found something.”

      Looking up at him, her mouth pressed into a tight line. “I can tell from your tone that you’re not pleased by what you found.”

      “I was hoping to find the Firsters. We’ll need protection along the road, and I thought they might be willing to help.”

      “They have a different task ahead of them.”

      Hevith sniffed. “It’s not so much that. They fear the Hith.”

      She glanced up. “And you don’t?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t really know anything about them. When my wagon caravan was attacked, I didn’t know anything about what the Hith were capable of doing. I guess I still don’t.”

      She took a deep breath and turned her attention to the fire. “Theirs is a dangerous type of power. It comes from a different place than that of Callah. It’s a place of darkness. A black sort of magic. Through it, they know the power of destruction.”

      Hevith shivered. “How?”

      She shook her head. “None outside of the Hith know anything about their power. They keep knowledge of it to themselves.”

      “They have something they hunt Jahor with. That’s how we were all caught, isn’t it?”

      “How is it you know this?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I saw it.”

      Mother got to her feet. “Hevith, you should not have seen that. The device they use is dangerous, especially to someone like yourself who is still working to understand your connection to Callah. If they realize that you have the potential to reach power, they will…”

      “They will what?”

      She took another deep breath, meeting his eyes. “They will try to twist that power.”

      Hevith needed to get moving, but with Mother sharing with him, he wanted to listen, too. “How will they twist that power?”

      She looked around the clearing, tension evident in the way she held her shoulders and the stiffness in her back. “They have a darkness about them that they want to try and use against us. Why else do you think they held us where they did?”

      “I thought the prison was a way for them to hold those of the Jahor.”

      “Those with a certain potential. They wanted to see if they might be able to turn it against us. That is what they want. They seek to sow discord within our people. They want to turn us against ourselves. They would have us using the power of Callah against each other.”

      “I was able to use the power,” he said.

      She studied him. “What did you do to summon it?”

      Hevith shook his head. “That’s just it. I don’t even know. I tried to do what Morad taught me, to push everything out of my mind and focus on centering myself, but it doesn’t seem to work. When I was attacked, I had tried to do that, but there was no way of clearing my mind effectively enough to be able to call on that power.”

      “Then you found something else that centered you.”

      “I didn’t.”

      She caught his eyes, watching him. “For you to have summoned power, you would have needed to open yourself up to it. We cannot do that without finding that which centers us. Perhaps it’s not calm for you. Think about what you were doing at the time, what your mind had focused on. Whatever that was is what you need to do and to know in order to center yourself and open yourself to Callah. When you can do that consistently, you will be someone the Hith will fear.”

      Hevith took a deep breath, thinking about what he’d seen. The strange light that had been glowing and the power that he’d been aware of. Had Thirteen not intervened, he would have been captured and brought to them. Knowing the Firsters were able to fight the Hith made him question why they wouldn’t get involved now.

      “The Firsters can fight them.”

      “It might be that they can, but the better question comes with whether or not they will. Fear drives us to do strange things, Hevith. I should know.”

      It didn’t seem like fear to him. At least, not entirely fear. There was something else taking place that he hadn’t been able to determine. What he needed was to find a way to force the Firsters into helping. They had involved themselves here once before, though that seemed more accidental than anything else. There would have to be a way to convince them to help again.

      “The Hith aren’t far from us,” Hevith said.

      “Then we must be moving.”

      As he looked around the clearing, he couldn’t help but wonder how they would be able to get moving quickly enough to matter. Getting the wagons together would take time—and would be noisy. In the darkness, anything that they might do would be more difficult.

      “What happens if they catch us?” he asked.

      “You’ve seen what happens.”

      “They’d bring us back to the prison?”

      “Perhaps the prison, perhaps something else. Either way, they would move our people. They would separate us. And I suspect that they would find a way to ensure we weren’t able to escape again.”

      The idea of getting caught again left Hevith shaking with fear. They had barely escaped, and he couldn’t imagine what would happen to these people were they placed into the same type of place as before. How many would simply abandon all hope? Many of them had nearly done so already, and it was only recently that they had begun to show signs of coming out of their shells and of preparing for life beyond the prison. Hevith had hoped that with enough time, they’d be able to find a way to get them to full safety. A place where they wouldn’t have to worry.

      Mother suddenly stiffened and turned her attention behind her.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s something coming,” she whispered.

      Hevith looked into the distance, focusing on what he could determine out there. If there was something coming, that meant the Hith.

      He met Mother’s eyes. “We need to get moving. Now.”
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      The inside of the wagon was cramped. The air smelled stale, but some of that came from how many people were crammed inside. Hevith looked at the faces all around him, wishing there was a better way to do all of this, but there wasn’t. They could hide. That was about all they had time for.

      Sadie, one of the younger women on the far side of the wagon, whimpered softly. An older man sitting next to her held her hand, patting it and whispering to her, but it did no good.

      “Quiet, Sadie,” Jasper finally said, leaning away from her. “You’ll get us caught.”

      Those weren’t the words Jasper should have used, but they were true nonetheless. With her whimpering the way she was, they would end up caught. They needed the quiet if they were going to escape the Hiths’ notice.

      “She’s scared, Jasper. We all are,” Thonara said. Her dark hair was cut in a jagged style, hanging in front of her eyes. It obscured the scarring she had, injuries Hevith still wondered about.

      “She never whimpered like this in the yard,” Jasper said.

      Hevith took a deep breath and shuffled forward, taking Sadie’s hands and squeezing. “I’m going to take a look. I’ll keep you safe.”

      She looked up at him and nodded. “I’m sorry, Hevith. I’m not trying to get us caught again.”

      He forced a smile. “I know you’re not. Everyone here feels the same as you. Most aren’t able to express it quite as well.” Most wouldn’t have cried in the yard because they’d been so beat up and abused that they didn’t have the emotion left in them. Hevith hadn’t spent much time with Sadie, but there was a part of him that thought her having any sort of reaction was better than the alternative.

      When he reached the door to the wagon, he pushed it open a crack, barely more than that, and looked out into the darkness.

      He should have remained out of the wagons anyway. There was no point in him hiding here like this, not with what they were facing. If the Hith came across them, it would be better for him to have a chance to fight rather than to sit hunched with the others. Had Mother not encouraged it, he might have stayed outside.

      There was no sign of movement.

      Unlike Mother, he didn’t detect anything. He didn’t have the same connection to his power that she had. With her connection, Hevith had to believe that what she detected was real. Which was the reason they were now hiding.

      Slipping out through the door, he closed it quietly and stepped away from the wagon. The branches did a good job of concealing them, and he had to strain in order to make out the other wagons, though knowing they were there made it somewhat easier to find them. They hoped the Hith would overlook the wagons and their presence, though Hevith wasn’t sure if that would work the way they wanted. It might not matter.

      Nothing moved.

      Hevith held tightly to the curved sword, leaving his other blade sheathed. Were there any others in the wagons who could fight, they might benefit from the sword, but none of those people were fighters. Survivors, definitely. They had survived when they should have long perished. Not fighters, though. Not at all like the Firsters.

      Stepping deeper into the darkness, he looked around a bit more, his gaze sweeping around the dark landscape. There was no sign of anything out here.

      There would have to be something here. That was why he’d emerged. If he could find what was out here, then Hevith thought that he’d be able to… Do what, exactly?

      He wasn’t a real fighter. Not the way the Firsters were fighters. The only thing he was skilled at was throwing himself into attacks that he really shouldn’t be a part of. Then again, maybe that was a skill. It had kept him alive this far.

      There was no sound in the night. That should reassure him, but it was the absence of sound that troubled him the most. A calm quiet seemed to have fallen over everything, leaving it with a somber sensation, almost as if the forest itself were holding its breath.

      Would it matter if he tried to connect to the power of Callah? He didn’t know if it would—or whether he would even be able to do so.

      Pushing away the sense of everything around him, Hevith tried to think about what Mother had said. What had he been doing when he’d been able to reach that power? He couldn’t remember it clearly. The only thing that he remembered was running, the fear he’d had for himself and those within the caravan, and the inability to reach for more power, despite wanting to find some way to call upon it.

      He had failed, much like he’d failed to protect his people when the Hith had attacked.

      Hevith abandoned his attempt to center himself.

      It wasn’t going to happen out here anyway. With his mind on the attack and on everything else that had happened around him, he didn’t think he’d be able to stay focused well enough to do anything more.

      All he wanted was to find where the Hith might have gone.

      More than that, if he could figure out some way to lead them from here, he thought it might give the others a chance to do something more, though Hevith wasn’t even sure what that would be. Maybe defeat the Hith, if such a thing were even possible.

      The sound of movement nearby startled him and Hevith turned, staying close to one of the trees. He didn’t spin quickly, knowing that doing anything like that would only draw more attention to him. Instead, he moved slowly. Quietly. Turning so that he could look around himself, searching for other movement.

      There was none.

      There had been something out here. He was certain of it.

      Creeping around the front of the tree, Hevith reached a small clearing.

      It wasn’t the same place where they’d camped, though Hevith had come here and knew that it was close to the other site. The remains of the deer he’d hunted were here. A wolf hunched over the carcass, picking at it.

      Hevith stayed motionless.

      There had been no sign of wolves in the forest since they’d come here. Now that they had a deer, they’d drawn wolves.

      The wind sighed through the trees and the wolf tensed, turning toward Hevith, as if suddenly aware he was there. It sniffed and started toward him before seemingly changing its mind and darting off.

      When the wolf disappeared, Hevith breathed out heavily.

      What would have scared it off?

      Not Hevith.

      That meant there was something else here.

      Turning slowly, he looked behind him and realized a figure stood behind him, approaching slowly. The man gripped a darkened blade in his hand, but it was more than the sword Hevith noted. The blade was curved.

      Hith.

      The Hith swung his blade.

      Hevith reacted. If Callah would fill him with strength because of his fear, then now was a good time for the god to do so. Fear left Hevith flushed, his heart racing.

      Darting off to the side, Hevith swung his own Hith blade around. It was surprisingly light and he was able to swing it quickly, bringing it around in a way that allowed him to deflect the next attack.

      With another surge, the Hith swung at him with a flurry of movement. Once. Twice. Then a stabbing movement.

      Hevith reacted as well as he could, though he was at a disadvantage when it came to the Hith. He wasn’t able to move nearly as quickly as the other man, and though he tried to dart out of the way, he felt as if he were always a step too slow.

      His foot slipped.

      Hevith swung the Hith blade toward the ground, remembering the way the vines had seemed to grab at his feet, trying to tangle him.

      Rolling off to the side, he struck out with the sword at the same time, deflecting another attack. This time, the sword bounced off the Hith blade, ringing dully in the night.

      Hevith’s arms ached.

      He would have to work quickly. He didn’t even know if he’d be able to defeat him. When he’d come across the Hith before, it had been the Firster who had defeated him.

      Would he be so lucky again?

      He doubted it.

      With his sword not glowing, it was going to have to be up to him to do what he could to not only save himself, but to keep the others with him safe. If the Hith discovered the wagons…

      Hevith didn’t want to think about what would happen. It was better that he defeat this Hith, using whatever means necessary, in order to prevent them from being discovered and harmed.

      He darted behind a tree, hiding himself. Waiting. Listening.

      The Hith came closer. His footsteps made the leaves beneath his feet crackle softly.

      Now.

      As Hevith jumped forward, the suddenness of the movement startled the Hith.

      The man started raising his sword, but Hevith was there, stabbing forward with the curved blade. His sword went through the other man’s defenses, carving against his chest and through.

      Blood spilled from the wound, pouring out onto the ground.

      Hevith backed away, clutching the sword, watching the Hith. There was a part of him that feared the Hith would find a way to get up, even though Hevith had stabbed him in the heart.

      He didn’t move.

      Hevith stood in place a moment. Listening.

      There should be sounds within the night, sounds of the forest, but as he listened, he wasn’t aware of anything. There was only the quiet of the darkness. A stillness that seemed to surround him, holding him. Sealing him within it.

      Hevith wished he could seal the others in the wagons inside silence like that. At least then, there would be no reason to fear that anything would happen to them.

      He debated what he should do next. Those within the wagons might be hidden, but with the Hith magic, Hevith didn’t know how long they’d remain that way.

      Starting back toward the wagons, he looked around, surveying the night. Already it had been a long night, and there was no end in sight. He wanted and needed to rest, but wondered if he would be given that opportunity.

      When he neared the space where the wagons would be found, something felt off.

      Hevith wasn’t sure what it was. That sense seemed to come from a deep part of himself, as if this part of him cried out against whatever was here.

      He moved slowly. Carefully. Holding on to his sword, he swept it from side to side, cutting across the ground. Where the blade touched the ground, there was a sense of something parting, either power or something else. An energy shifting.

      The vines.

      The darkness all around him made a different sort of sense, as did the reason for his discomfort.

      This was the Hith.

      Though he didn’t see anyone here, he could feel the same nature of power that he’d sensed when fighting them. As then, he tried cutting the sword across the ground, thinking that he could sweep it through whatever dark power they held. Nothing changed. Perhaps this was different than what he had experienced when they used their darkness like vines. If that were the case, then what was this?

      Stepping closer to the wagons, a chill worked through him.

      Hevith shivered.

      The Hith.

      Distantly, he heard a soft whimpering.

      He wasn’t the only one aware of that power.

      Then again, he wouldn’t have expected that he would be. Considering what he knew about those chosen by the Hith, they would have to have some connection to Callah.

      He had to find the power within him to help the others.

      The dark, curved blade began to reflect the light from the moon, only it was a cloudy sky. There should be no light for the sword to reflect. Whatever he detected was the power of Callah.

      And it was filling him.

      The faint light began to push back the darkness.

      Hevith swept his sword toward the ground, the same way that he had when fighting with the Hith. There was a stirring of movement, almost as if a tangle of snakes came undone, and the darkness began to withdraw.

      A surge of sickly warmth washed toward him again.

      That warmth was the key. He’d felt it before. First within the prison yard and then each time that he’d faced the Hith. That had to be a reflection of their power.

      Darkness swirled at him.

      It came like vines but snaked along the ground in a way that felt nothing like vines. The power that rolled toward him was unpleasant, drifting in like a fog but swirling like something alive.

      Hevith brought the sword across it again.

      Each time he did, a sense of the darkness changed. It seemed to lift, though that might be only his imagination. He swiped at it, the curved blade cutting down at the ground, the faint light from it pushing back the dark.

      In the distance, there was a soft glowing light that Hevith had seen before.

      The inestar.

      If they had the device and were coming toward them, he and the others were already in danger.

      Hevith glanced toward the wagons.

      With the power of the inestar, the Hith would be able to track those who had the potential power and connection to Callah. With that, they would be able to find the others, and then…

      They would be captured.

      Hevith had to guide them off.

      Hevith took a deep breath and plunged ahead into the darkness.

      As he did, the sword began to glow even brighter.
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      The darkness pushed upon him oppressively.

      He breathed carefully, not wanting to breathe too loudly. Sounds seemed muted, almost as if the darkness and the vines swirling along the ground made it so that nothing else could get through.

      Hevith dragged the sword behind him, letting it trail along the ground.

      The blade glowed and he had to keep it away from his eyes—otherwise it would make it difficult to see anything else. He didn’t really need the blade to help him see. He followed the bright light ahead of him.

      It surged more brightly as he approached.

      At first, Hevith thought it was because he got nearer to it, and nothing more. Then it seemed that the light from his sword began to dim, almost as if the inestar were pulling power from it—and from him.

      Could that be what they were doing?

      Getting closer to the inestar, he veered away. Hevith turned to take the Hith farther from the wagons, deeper into the forest.

      All he needed was for them to follow.

      He could feel the nature of that power as it began to squeeze him, pressing in upon him, and… guiding him. He was going where they wanted.

      Closing his eyes, he focused. What he wanted was to get the people to safety. He could do that by drawing the Hith away, but he could also do it by finding the Firsters. They would be able to resist the Hith.

      There was a soft tugging of his awareness.

      Hevith turned toward that.

      It didn’t feel like the Hith. Though he didn’t know what else it might be, he was confident in that. And if not the Hith, it could be Callah guiding him. Wasn’t that what Mother wanted him to believe?

      The light behind him persisted.

      He had to think they tracked him with the inestar.

      Let them come after him. Let them follow him through the forest. Away from his people.

      There was power in him. And in the sword.

      The sword glowed a bit more brightly, but then it faded again.

      It was as if the power was sucked off. Hevith felt the fatigue from holding on to that power. Now that he’d experienced it a time or two, he recognized the fatigue came from his use of that power, nothing else.

      The sword pulsed in time with his steps.

      Then he saw light in the distance.

      At first, he wasn’t sure whether he was seeing the inestar or whether it was something else. The light was soft and faint, barely more than a pale glowing against the night, but given the darkness, he was able to make it out. That light was real.

      Movement behind him caught his attention and he turned. Could it be the Firsters?

      He needed their help.

      The pale light in front of him suddenly surged.

      The inestar.

      He couldn’t wait.

      A soft murmuring whispered in front of him. It came from the same place he felt the pulling upon him. Could the Hith have used him?

      Hevith cried out, raising the sword.

      What he needed was to find that power within him and push it out into the sword. Call upon the light. The source of power from Callah.

      The sword glowed even brighter.

      Weakness worked through him. He might not be able to hold on to that power for much longer. He’d been holding it long enough as it was, dragging the sword through the forest, using that light to draw off the Hith. Now, it might be that he had called upon too much power.

      Holding the sword over his head, he thought about everything he could use to center himself, to find that sense of power, though there wasn’t anything more than what he’d already done. It was tied to his desire to help, to protect his people.

      Help the others.

      That was what drove him.

      That was what his family had taught him. It was what his father had trained him to do. Lead the people.

      That was what centered him.

      And he used it now.

      The people in the wagons were his people. Then again, so too were the Firsters. All of the Jahor were his people.

      Hevith pushed that power out, away from him.

      It went into the blade. Weakness followed, but he ignored it. The sword glowed even more brightly, blazing against the night.

      Someone darted toward him.

      With the sword glowing the way it was, he could feel this presence as it came toward him. It was different than what he could sense without the sword glowing like that, and he swept the curved blade around in a tight arc, catching the man in the stomach.

      Hevith stepped back, holding the sword upright.

      The light in it sputtered.

      Focus.

      He thought about those he’d lost. Those he had failed to protect. Had he access to this power, he might have been able to do something for them. His caravan had been lost. His parents. Sister. Then Vard, the last of those he considered family.

      He wasn’t going to lose any more.

      The glowing solidified.

      There was more movement near him.

      Hith. Or guards from the prison. Either way, there were dozens of them—more than he would be able to withstand.

      Shouts rang out behind him.

      Firsters.

      He couldn’t turn, but wanted to warn them.

      Hevith doubted the Firsters had the numbers they would need to withstand the kind of attack coming toward him. He had seen how many soldiers the Firsters had. Not enough for this. Not nearly enough.

      He would hold out.

      Power flooded out from him, surging into the sword. There was a burst of white light, and energy exploded. Then all the swords ringing the clearing, all of them carried by the other Firsters, bloomed with light.

      Their power answered his.

      Hevith swung his blade at the nearest of the guards. All he needed was time. Buy time, let the Firsters start their attack. Then he would be able to find a way to safety.

      The attack happened swiftly. Brutally.

      The Firsters danced forward, appearing out of the darkness. Their glowing swords caught the attention of not only the guards, but the Hith.

      Hevith used that moment of distraction to attack.

      He was tired, and because he’d been holding on to power, he didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to hold out, but he would have to find a way. If he could summon a little bit more strength, he could throw himself into the fight.

      Then again, fighting didn’t require he use magic. Hevith wasn’t even sure he’d know how to use that magic, other than to let it flow from his sword. There would have to be some way to control it, but he had no sense of it and no idea what it would take.

      Guards fell before him.

      He carved through them. The sword guided him, but it was almost as much about the power within him as anything else. With each man he cut down, there was a dimming of the light from the blade, but then it began to intensify again.

      Hevith could hear the fighting near him. He couldn’t tell how many were fighting alongside him, only that they were. There had to be a dozen. Maybe more. It might be all the Firsters had remaining. He would be responsible for drawing them into the fight.

      The sword guided him.

      A light opened up in front of him.

      Hevith darted toward it, then realized what it was that he felt.

      The inestar.

      The closer he got to it, the more that he could feel the way it was trying to siphon power away from him. It drew that power outward, trying to steal from him. Hevith strained against it.

      If he could reach it…

      Two Hith blocked him.

      They were massive, as large as the Firsters and muscular. Both were dressed in dark jackets and pants that blended into the forest. One had olive skin and the other pale white, a surprising contrast. Their power stretched toward him. Both carried the dangerously curved blades.

      He lunged toward one of the men, but even as he did, Hevith felt as if he were off a step. Slower than he wanted.

      He’d been fighting too long. Drawing on strength he didn’t understand and couldn’t focus. He dropped.

      Rolling toward the Hith, he didn’t want to use any sort of technique. He doubted technique would even matter. All that mattered was that he reach the Hith.

      His blade slammed into the nearest man’s leg.

      It was brutal, but it was effective. The man collapsed.

      Hevith rolled off to the side, holding on to the sword and swinging it at the same time, sweeping it down and toward the fallen Hith. When the blade connected, it crashed into the man. Hot blood sprayed him and he resisted the urge to wipe it away.

      There was still one more Hith to deal with.

      Hevith lunged toward him. There was some way that he was able to feel the Hith, and he used what he could sense to know where to strike.

      The sword struck another blade.

      They clanged off each other.

      Hevith swiped the blade back around, trying to connect with the Hith. The energy of the man pushed against him, cold and painful. Something within that energy made him want to set his sword down and give up, though he knew he could not.

      Hevith lunged at him again, bringing the sword around to attack.

      It struck.

      He shoved the sword all the way into the Hith.

      Then he got to his feet.

      There was still fighting all around him. There was enough chaos that it made it difficult to know where the fighting was coming from, only that it seemed to be all around him. With each moment, he felt even more drained. The inestar pulled power from him.

      And if it was doing that to him, it was doing the same to the others.

      He had to reach it.

      The glowing called to him.

      Hevith stumbled toward it. All he wanted was to reach the source of the glowing. He could see it ahead of him, and if he could get to it…

      Another step.

      Someone appeared in front of him. Was that Hith or not? Hevith was having a hard time making out the difference. It wasn’t so much the darkness as it was the tiredness. His mind struggled to process what was in front of him. With each step, he tried to keep his mind focused, but his will was fading.

      That sense of cold beckoned him.

      He needed that cold to end. If he could reach it, he knew that he’d be able to turn it away, but reaching it was the challenge.

      The figure in front of him fell.

      Was there another attacker?

      Hevith couldn’t even tell. When the man dropped, no one replaced him, so it was possible there was no one else there. He focused on the glowing, letting himself be drawn toward that sense of power. That was where he needed to go.

      Someone else appeared.

      Hevith brought the sword up, swinging it toward the figure. Hevith darted forward…

      And was thrown back.

      The force of it surprised him. He was tossed onto his backside and went rolling off to the side, trying to keep a sense of what had happened, but the suddenness of the attack was such that he wasn’t sure whether he had been injured seriously or not.

      Sitting upright, he looked around.

      His ears rang.

      Power seemed to have exploded all around him. Movement from lights all around, like fireflies darting in the darkness, suggested the Firsters were still fighting.

      Then there was the glowing light in front of him.

      That called to him, begging him to pay attention to it. That light drained him, drawing on the sense of power.

      What would happen to the other Firsters if that inestar caught them?

      Someone cried out in the darkness, and he raced toward that sound. A glowing sword lay out of reach.

      One of the Hith attacked.

      His sword whistled toward Hevith.

      He was ready. He focused on the sword, the sound it made as it screamed toward him, and on the energy that he felt flowing out from him.

      Hevith pushed back.

      The man was strong.

      Hevith was tired. His arms sagged.

      Fighting like this wasn’t going to be enough.

      He resorted to the way he’d fought when he was young, the way he’d fought in the yard. It was wild and ineffective. Hevith lunged at the Hith and crashed into him, dropping him to the ground.

      Hevith landed on top of him and started punching. Each blow landed on the man’s face, bloodying it—and Hevith’s fists. When the Hith stopped moving, Hevith got up, looking around.

      That glowing light came from the inestar.

      There was a Firster on the ground in front of him, and he glanced at him. He couldn’t tell whether the man was still alive, but thought he was. It seemed he breathed.

      Hevith crouched next to him, touching him lightly on the chest.

      The man jerked suddenly and sat up.

      He looked over at Hevith, his eyes narrowing.

      “Get moving. There’re more Hith out here.”

      Hevith handed the sword to him and he darted off.

      Following the sense of the inestar, he used the cold to guide him. It called to him, as if it were something that he could find, some way for him to track that power, and he used that sense to lead him forward.

      The light continued to intensify. The cold built all around him, squeezing upon him.

      Another step.

      The cold pushed on him.

      Another step.

      The light seemed to swallow him.

      He needed to reach it. If nothing else, he needed to get there so that he could understand what the inestar could do to their people and the nature of the threat that it posed. He needed to reach it so that he could destroy it.

      Another step.

      The light and cold seemed to coalesce, becoming something real and sinister.

      Hevith wanted to turn away, but if did, then his people would suffer. The Hith would use this device. They would draw upon its dark power. And they would attack them.

      He pushed forward.

      It was only one more step. He could feel something near him.

      There were no attackers. That surprised him. He would have expected there to be something coming at him. No sign of the Hith. No sign of anything other than the light and the cold.

      Had Hevith known what it meant when he first found it, he would have gone after it then. Now he had to push through this strangeness, this sense, and he had to find the glowing and the power, and he had to find some way to overpower it.

      Movement near him caught his attention.

      An enormous man loomed in front of him.

      Hevith had seen him before. The man carried a curved sword like all of the Hith in one hand, and in the other was the inestar that he’d been chasing.

      His brow furrowed when he saw Hevith.

      Hevith lunged forward.

      The man swiped with his sword, throwing Hevith off to the side.

      He darted forward again. He needed to get closer. All it would take would be another step. The inestar seemed to call to him. There was power from it, the sense of cold building, filling him. If Hevith could reach it, then he’d be able to understand how to use that power. He might be able to stop the Hith from attacking.

      All he had to do was reach it.

      He threw himself at the man again, but a surge of power threw him off.

      Darkness swirled around him, pressing in upon him as it threatened to overwhelm him. After everything, he’d get this close, only to fail?

      Staggering forward, he tried to reach the Hith.

      He swept the sword around, but the other man was too skilled.

      Hevith was forced away, but his gaze was drawn to the inestar.

      It was small and slender, glowing brightly, but seemed to be made of wood, with carvings along the side of it. A wand of power.

      Hevith couldn’t take his eyes off it. There was power from it. All He wanted was to get close enough that he could reach that power. Then he would be able to destroy the inestar.

      Not attack the Hith. He needed to attack the inestar.

      Changing his focus, he spun, not trying to catch the Hith directly, but the hand holding the inestar. The Hith jerked his hand back.

      Hevith swung again.

      The blade caught the glowing light from the inestar.

      Somehow, the Hith was able to pull it back, but not quickly enough. Hevith caught it with the blade with just enough force that the man dropped it.

      Rather than reaching for it, the Hith swung his blade toward Hevith.

      Bringing the sword up, Hevith stared at the inestar.

      Stopping that, destroying it, meant safety for people he wanted to protect.

      He dove.

      His sword crashed into the wand.

      When it did, the light within the blade faltered for a moment, then the inestar started pulling on that power, sucking it from Hevith. The energy flowed away from him, seeping outward and toward the inestar.

      Hevith was forced back.

      The Hith swept the inestar off the ground and stalked toward him.

      It held him in place.

      Movement near him caught the Hith’s attention.

      Several glowing blades approached.

      Firsters.

      They were filled with power as they neared, and they came at him.

      The Hith locked eyes with Hevith for a moment. There was a sense of his power, a sense of the anger within him. Then darkness swirled around him.

      With that, he disappeared.
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      The lower level of the fortress had a musty sort of stench to it. I wrinkled my nose to ignore it, but it was difficult to do the longer I was down here, and I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something more to that odor. There had to be some other reason for the smell.

      I’d found nothing else in the fortress, though I’d been looking for the better part of another week. Shae hadn’t fully recovered from what had happened. Near as I could tell, the power she’d dipped into had started to draw from her, and as it had, she had found herself nearly drained of all of her abilities. I wasn’t able to push power back to her, not the way I could with myself.

      “Where else are you going to make me go?” Erich had complained for the better part of the last hour about heading deeper into the depths of the fortress, and though he claimed a willingness to look with me, he had also argued every time we rechecked another room. Now that we knew to be concerned for a different kind of magic, it changed the nature of the search.

      “Are you still connected to the elaron?”

      He glanced over at me, running a finger absently over the scar on his neck. “Aren’t you able to know when I am?”

      “I can tell most of the time.” I didn’t want him to know that even that ability had shifted for me somewhat. With Erich, there was something about the way he pulled on power that made it more difficult for me to read what he attempted. I could feel the power he held, but even as I tried to pull on that power, I wasn’t able to detect everything I wanted to find. He didn’t have the same glow about him as others calling to the elaron did.

      “Most of the time? Why did you make it seem like you’d be able to teach us how to use this power?”

      I glanced over at him. In the darkness around us, he glowed slightly, though it wasn’t nearly as bright as Shae would have appeared were she here. That was more reason to want to have her with me. Erich might have more potential, but she would offer a greater connection to the elaron, and with that connection, I would be able to determine if there was anything here trying to siphon it off.

      Tolsar stood behind Erich, though he didn’t glow at all.

      “I’ve taught many over the years, though most have some natural talent.”

      “Are you saying I don’t have any natural talent?”

      “You both must have some, otherwise you wouldn’t have been drawn here.” I looked over at Tolsar, but he still didn’t say much. He was often quiet. “What I mean is that those I’ve worked with have a natural talent where they’ve already started to work out how to reach for the power.”

      “I have worked on it, but you’ve been telling me I need to try a different way. You said we needed to be prepared for when it wouldn’t work.”

      I hadn’t realized he’d been paying attention.

      “That’s right. You need to understand it. The power of the elaron is one of the great powers that has existed in the world before men ever lived. There are some who are born capable of reaching it, of connecting to that source of power. It lives within you, and then flows from you.”

      I hadn’t taken the time to really try to work with Erich, but that was something I should change. He might have an angry streak to him, but there were others I’d worked with over the years who had the same. There were ways of reaching them.

      “When I feel the power, it comes from me. Not from anything else,” Erich said.

      I nodded, though I didn’t know if he could even see it. We’d brought lanterns, but most of the time within the fortress, there hadn’t been a need for them. I had preferred to go without them, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness, but more than that, letting my eyes adjust to what I could detect of the elaron.

      “What about you?” I asked Tolsar.

      He turned toward me, only a hint of his red hair visible. “The same,” he said softly.

      I regarded him a moment before turning back to Erich. “When I first learned of it, I believed the power came from one of the gods. The people who first taught me had explained that it came from Callah—”

      “My people don’t celebrate Callah.”

      “And I wouldn’t ask you to. What I’m trying to say is that when I began to learn about my power, I thought the same as you. They claimed the power came from one of the gods, though whenever I felt the flow of power, it seemed to come from someplace within me. It wasn’t until I started to recognize the nature of the power and how it flowed outward from me that I could fully understand what it could do and how to use it.”

      “There’s other ways of using it?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to help you both discover. The nature of the power is vast. There’s no denying that. When you’re able to focus on what you can of the power, you can begin to understand just what that power can do for you.”

      “Why can’t you reach it anymore?”

      I sighed. “It’s complicated. Much like my relationship to the elaron. I can reach for the power, but what I can reach is limited.”

      “Why?”

      “There are some who would claim it’s because I’ve angered the god who controls the power.”

      “I thought you said I didn’t need to worship Callah to reach the power.”

      “And you don’t. I didn’t say that was what I believed, only that was what some would claim. The real reason is not nearly as simple as that.” I looked over at him, debating how much to share with him, but I needed to get through to him. That would involve me sharing. “The war with the Hith had been settled for years. So I thought. Then it restarted. My people were attacked, so many of them killed. Lost. I reacted, but those we faced were more powerful. At the time, I thought it was only the Hith, but I learned otherwise.” Learning of the Trilan and the role he played had been one of the most terrifying parts of the war. Worse than what we’d faced before. “I went looking for a way to protect them. I had always had a part of me that was tied to something else. Anger. Darkness. The power of the ne’rash.”

      “The Hith,” Tolsar said.

      I nodded again. “They use the same power, though the way they use it is different. Twisted. That’s how they learned to control that aspect of their magic. I learned another way, but in doing so, it separated me from my connection to the elaron.”

      “Can’t you mix them together?” Erich asked.

      This was the most Erich had actually spoken to me, and surprisingly there wasn’t nearly the same sense of anger within him.

      “Once I would have said their powers weren’t compatible, but I’ve mixed them—however temporarily—and have seen that it is possible.”

      “You can control both, so it seems like you should be able to combine them.”

      “The power of elaron is one of the great powers of the world. That of the ne’rash is another. As far as I know, the great powers can’t be mixed, though I hope to use them together. I’ve been trying to find a way to understand how the magic can be separated so that I can use both without losing one or the other, but that’s a challenge I haven’t yet solved.”

      Erich watched me a moment before grunting. “So now you expect to teach the rest of us how to find a way to use this power.”

      “As I said, I’ve taught many over the years how to reach the elaron, and how to control it. With enough time and dedication, you can learn that power as well. You both will.”

      He still stared at me as if there wasn’t anything I would be able to tell him that would be of any use. Perhaps there wouldn’t be.

      Tolsar looked away. He’d been growing more skilled with his connection to the elaron, though his progress was slow.

      “How did you discover your connection to elaron?” I asked Erich. I would find that out from Tolsar, too, though maybe not here. He seemed to appreciate privacy.

      Erich rocked in place, and I thought he might decide not to answer. If he chose not to, there wasn’t going to be much I would do to try and force it. That wasn’t going to help us get any closer to the answers we wanted.

      “Are we going to keep moving?”

      I watched him, waiting for him to say something more, but he remained silent.

      “We can keep moving.”

      Maneuvering along the hallway, we turned and almost ran into another doorway. In this section of the fortress, I’d been finding many strange twists and turns. There were parts of the hall that simply ended. With those, I hoped there would be a way to find out if there was something behind the sections of wall where the path ended, but often we didn’t come across anything.

      “Can you reach with the elaron now?” I asked them.

      Erich started to glow more softly, though still without nearly as much intensity as would have been helpful. Shae would have glowed much more brightly. Then again, Shae would have wanted to learn while we traveled, while I didn’t know whether Erich really did.

      Tolsar still struggled with his power, though he had potential that I’d felt. A little of the elaron pulsed from him.

      “I can reach it well enough,” Erich said.

      “Can you push harder?” I asked.

      “This isn’t enough for you?”

      “What I’d like to know is whether you can continue to ease out the connection. We’re looking for additional information about whether there’s anything more here. We need you to push outward with the connection to the elaron so we can see if there’s anything we can use.”

      “When you say we, you mean you.”

      “I mean we. I’m not the only one here. What I’m looking for is whether there’s a connection to power we might be able to unlock.” He didn’t need to know that what I really needed was to see if there was a drawing of power away from him. The more power he held on to, the easier it would be for me to detect that drawing from him.

      He held his hands out at his sides and started to glow with an increased intensity. “Is this what you want?”

      “It’s better—”

      The glowing brightened even more, now a blinding light, that of the elaron in such a way that I couldn’t see anything else around me.

      Even Tolsar started to glow more brightly.

      “Not quite so much,” I cautioned both.

      “You wanted to know whether I had enough power,” Erich snapped.

      The glowing intensified.

      They were using too much power.

      Erich and Tolsar might not be aware of that, but I could feel the way they drew upon that power, and I recognized just how dangerous it was for them to be using it. The more that they called upon, the more likely it would be that…

      The elaron was drawn from Erich.

      With him holding on to the power in the way he was, I could make out the tracings as it swept outward from him. It moved slowly, drawn downward, of all places, but there was a definite influence to it.

      “I’ve told you I can hold on to it,” Erich said

      “You did,” I told him.

      Taking his arm, ignoring the way he glowed, I moved us down the hall, back the way we’d came. There hadn’t been a sense of anything when we’d been through here before, but now that I could see the way the light swept away from him, I could feel the ongoing power and where it headed.

      Reaching a stair leading down, I dragged them with me.

      Erich still glowed brightly. If he was doing this because he thought it would spite me, then it still benefited us. Did he even know that?

      Tolsar had dimmed again. That was for the best.

      “Where are you taking us?”

      “Hold on to what you’re doing. You don’t even need to draw nearly as much as you are.”

      “Hold on to it? I thought you said I was using too much. Now you think I’m doing the right thing?”

      “Hold on to it,” I snapped. “I can see where it’s calling us.”

      He turned toward me, but it was difficult to see anything of him with the light blazing around him. I might be able to mute it, but that would involve me using a hint of the ne’rash in order to do so. Given that we needed to know whether there was anything here to detect, I didn’t want to use the ne’rash and risk minimizing the influence upon the elaron.

      “Where?” he asked.

      “Down.”

      We continued down the stairs. The staircases on these lower levels were narrow, almost as if they had been created as an afterthought. They led to storerooms, places where we had little purpose in coming, but places the Hith would have occupied for many years. They’d held this fortress for over twenty years. In that time, they would have known what was here. They would have placed much of it.

      Thinking like that, I should have known to return when we were still at the peak of our power. Whatever happened here and now would be due to my inattention to the Hith stationed here, and that was even more reason to continue to explore. I had to find what they were after here.

      The stairs twisted before ending at a long hall. From here, I could still make out the tracing of power coming off Erich, though the pull seemed even stronger than before. The faint dragging on him, that of power that tugged upon him, left the sense of energy sweeping along this hallway.

      Moving carefully, I searched the length of the hall for anything that might put us in danger, but it was a hall. Nothing more. A few doors lined it, and I didn’t have the sense there was anything behind those doors we needed to be concerned by. The pull upon Erich guided us further down the hall.

      “Where are you leading us?” His voice was a whisper, the first sign of nerves—other than his usual bluster. Perhaps that was all his nerves, too.

      “Can you see it?”

      “I don’t see anything,” Tolsar said.

      The wisps of power streaming off him were clear to me, though I’d been watching power like this for a long time. “What do you see when you call upon the elaron?”

      He grunted. “I don’t see anything. I feel the power when it builds within me.”

      “You can’t see the way that power swirls around you?”

      “Swirls?”

      “What do you both see from me?” I focused my breathing, centering myself in the way that I tried to instruct others. It was easy enough to do in this manner, though there was a part of that power I couldn’t fully reach. As the elaron filled me, I held on to it. My skin started to glow, much like his did, though without the same strength and intensity to it.

      “Nothing,” Tolsar said softly.

      “I don’t see much of anything,” Erich said. “It’s too dark down here for me to make out anything.” He turned toward me. “How are you able to see anything?”

      “Because of you,” I said.

      When it came to the elaron, some could see it, though not all. I shouldn’t expect Erich to be able to do so, except he had such strength, I thought he would. Much like Shae. Usually with strength came the ability to see elaron.

      “I don’t see it,” Erich told me.

      “Then we’ll keep working, because I can see the room as bright as day.”

      “What if my power is different than yours?”

      “Everyone has a different connection to elaron. Each person draws upon the power in a way that allows them to use it for their purpose. For some, it’s about protection. For others, it’s about healing. For still others, it’s a different use.”

      Erich watched me, still saying nothing while he touched the scar on his neck.

      Tolsar just frowned.

      I smiled, though he wouldn’t be able to see that smile if he observed nothing but darkness. We continued along the hall, with me watching as his power changed, the nature of how it was pulled along guiding us forward. There was a soft drawing of energy and nothing more than that.

      The farther we went, the more I started to wonder if perhaps the drawing I’d noticed came from somewhere else. I had thought it was from this level, but it was possible it came from even farther below ground.

      Taking a step back, I watched the power around Erich for a moment.

      It didn’t seem to be pulled downward. The effect, the thin wisps stretching away from him, worked along the hall and not anywhere else. That was what I needed to follow.

      The hall ended.

      There was nothing other than a wall in front of us.

      Still, the power pulled from Erich, stretching toward the wall itself.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “There doesn’t seem to be anywhere we can go,” I said.

      “Nowhere?”

      Sighing, I traced my hand over the surface of the wall. For there to be this sense of power, I believed there would be something here, but from what I could tell, the wall was solid.

      “Nothing obvious. The wall ends here.”

      “What if it only looks like it ends?” Erich asked.

      “It wouldn’t,” Tolsar said.

      I glanced over at him. “Either way, I wouldn’t have any way to get beyond it.”

      “Aren’t you the Volatar?” Erich asked.

      “Once.”

      “I heard you were powerful,” Tolsar said.

      I snorted. “That was also true once.”

      I didn’t find anything along the wall to explain the drawing of power.

      Still, the strength he held on to, that of the elaron, stretched away from him.

      Erich faced the wall and pressed his hands up to it. When he did, some of the elaron seeped out of his hands, spilling into it. There was power to the way he used it, the kind of power that I wondered whether he had any control over.

      It pulsed.

      When it did, there was a hint of a reverberation.

      The wall seemed to respond to what he did.

      That was strange, though I was certain of what I’d detected.

      “Do that again,” I said.

      “Do what?” Erich asked.

      “Whatever it was that you did.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      Could he really not even know the way that he used power? I wouldn’t have expected him to have no idea of how the power poured out from him, but then, if he wasn’t aware of the way he used power, then he might not even be aware of any other aspect of it.

      Pressing my hands against the wall, I wondered if it would reverberate with the way I used the elaron, even though I wouldn’t have as much strength with it as what I detected from Erich.

      Calling to that power took a hint of additional strength. With enough force, I thought I could draw to it, though there was the possibility I wouldn’t be able to generate that force.

      What if I borrowed from Erich? Even Tolsar?

      Glancing over at him, I knew such a thing would be possible. I’d done it when it had come from Shae, using her power to help me. Would he fight me? Given what he’d said about his understanding of his power, it was possible he wouldn’t even know what he was able to do.

      Rather than pushing what I could of the elaron through the wall, I instead focused on what I could push through him.

      Watching his expression, I didn’t see anything that suggested he even knew what I did. Gradually I pushed more through him, letting the power of the elaron flow from me and into him, connecting me to his power.

      He was strong.

      I’d known that from the moment that I’d first met him, but holding on to the elaron through him gave me a much greater sense of what he could do.

      There wasn’t time to hold on to it and leave it like that.

      What I needed was to focus on the wall.

      Using his power, I guided it toward the wall, focused directly upon it.

      The reverberation came again.

      This time, it was softer, though I could feel it as well as see it. More than that, I could feel the way the sense of power flowed from him and toward the wall.

      It leeched away, drifting through unseen cracks, dragged free of him.

      That was where I needed to target.

      The elaron could do many things when used in the right way. When pressed through an injury, it could heal. When pressed outward to others, it could connect. When pressed outward into something like a sword, it could destroy. The intent was what mattered.

      I drew power from him, letting it focus in my hands.

      Surging that power out from me, I pushed it forward, slamming it into the wall.

      The elaron sank deep into the stone.

      There was resistance, but only a hint of it.

      I borrowed from Erich, using his power, adding both my own and my control to it, and let it slam into the wall.

      Light exploded.

      Perhaps with me guiding him, Erich would recognize the brightness of that light, though it was possible he needed more time to be able to see what I had done.

      With that light exploding, I watched the wall.

      Stone cracked.

      Pulsing more power into the wall, I forced the stone as much as I could, letting it fill with the power of elaron.

      Then the wall burst.

      When the dust settled, I stepped forward.

      With as much power as I held, not all of it mine, I expected I’d be able to see more clearly through the dust and falling debris, but there wasn’t anything other than a space in the wall.

      “How did you do that?” Erich asked.

      “It’s about intent and focus,” I said, peering into the space. It was narrow, little more than a slender passageway. Though we’d discovered many such passageways throughout the fortress, it surprised me that we would find one here on the lower level. Most of them had been seemingly used for spying, and only on the upper levels. “You can hone the nature of the elaron into a tight band and you can use it like that.”

      “I saw something,” he said.

      “Me too,” Tolsar added.

      Looking back at him, I noticed him studying the wall. “What did you see?”

      “I don’t know. For a moment, there was a flash. Then it was gone. What was it?”

      “That was elaron.”

      He nodded to the wall. “Can you teach me that?”

      There had been a time when I would have taken offense to someone wanting to learn destructive uses of the power that filled them. That had been long ago. Over time, I’d come to realize that whatever someone wanted to learn was personal.

      “If that’s what you want to learn.”

      “I’ve been trying to do that ever since…”

      “Ever since what?”

      He turned to me. “Ever since the first time. That was what I did. That’s how I knew I had power. I kept them from hurting me, but I couldn’t keep them from hurting anyone else. That’s what I want to know how to do.”

      I watched him, uncertain whether he’d acted out of protective instincts or defensive ones. Then again, maybe it didn’t matter.

      Erich had potential. I’d seen that from him from the beginning.

      What I needed was to help him use the power in a way that would be beneficial to us, not one that would be dangerous. What he needed was to find the level of control that he longed for.

      “If you’re ready, I can teach.” Turning my attention back to the rest of the wall, I looked along the length of it. There was a steady drawing sensation here, one that pulled on my sense of the elaron, so whatever was in there was powerful. “First, we need to figure out what we’ve got in here.”
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      The wagons took longer to get free from the trees than Hevith would have expected. As morning came and the darkness around them faded, they pushed the wagons from where they had been hidden and forced them back onto the road, but not without some difficulty.

      “We need to line them on the road,” Hevith started. “We can configure a few so that the injured and elderly can rest below while others sit above—”

      “How would you propose that?” Graychen asked.

      “Using some timber from the forest, we separate it into a second compartment. Create an upper level. That way, we can carry more people.” It was something his father never would have done, but then, he never had the need to do so, either. “We’ll need another wagon outfitted to hold the provisions.”

      A few of the people around him nodded and turned to get to work. Even Graychen accepted his orders and went to the Firsters.

      As much as he wanted to help, Hevith could only watch. Fatigue rolled through him, making it difficult to do much more than just watch. He felt as if he were back in the prison yard after his injury, trying to summon the necessary strength to keep moving.

      “You survived.”

      Hevith turned toward Mother. Her eyes were drawn and the wrinkles in the corners of them seemed deeper than they had been before.

      “You didn’t think I would?”

      She looked toward the men pushing the wagons and getting things arranged as Hevith had instructed. Most of them were Firsters. After the attack, and after Hevith’s willingness to fight—and presumably, to risk himself and the possibility of death—they’d agreed to come with him.

      “When you left the wagons, I didn’t know. There was power, and then I felt the calling to Callah, but I couldn’t have known.”

      Hevith watched her. “What do you mean you felt the calling to Callah?”

      She frowned. “You don’t think I would be aware of when you reach for that power?”

      He hadn’t known that she would. Then again, she’d been using that power for far longer than he had, so he shouldn’t be surprised by her ability to summon it. “What did you detect?”

      “There was a surge unlike anything I have felt in some time,” she whispered.

      When Mother looked up at him, there was a question in her eyes. It was one Hevith didn’t have the answer to, though perhaps he didn’t need the answer. This was what they had needed to do. Protection. Then they could keep moving the wagons. From there…. Then they would find additional safety.

      He didn’t know what it was going to take. No one did. That wasn’t the issue, though, and Hevith suspected Mother knew it. “I don’t know what happened. When I went after them, I could feel the Firsters.”

      “You felt them?”

      He nodded. “I think you’re right that Callah is drawing me.” Either Callah, or something else. At the time, he’d worried the Hith were trying to control him and influence him, but he no longer thought that was the case.

      “Then you have done well to listen and answer.”

      “We weren’t successful, though.” Hevith turned toward her. “I wanted to destroy the inestar so they wouldn’t be able to find us, but they got away with it. If we use the power of Callah again, they’ll know it.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “That’s what the inestar does, Mother.” He thought of the wand that he’d seen, though he wondered if he would have been able to destroy it.

      “I’m well aware of how it works, Hevith. I’ve been around the inestar before. And I’m not so certain you would have been able to destroy it the way that you wanted.”

      “They’ll hunt us.”

      “They’ve been hunting us for a long time.” Her gaze swept around the clearing, taking in the sight of the Firsters helping to push the wagons back out onto the road. “Perhaps this wasn’t about stopping the inestar but finding additional help. Protection.” She smiled. “That is what you were after, is it not?”

      Hevith breathed in. The Firsters, including Thirteen, had moved most of the wagons and they were starting to gather the horses, leading them back toward the road where they could be hooked up. It felt as if it had been ages since they’d been on the road.

      “We needed their help,” he said.

      “Is that the only reason you wanted to gather them?”

      As Hevith looked at the Firsters, he knew it wasn’t. They were soldiers, but they had also gone through the same torment as the rest of them.

      They were the same.

      Jahor.

      “They need us, I think,” he said.

      “Why?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I think about what we experienced in that prison. They wanted to change us, to make us into something else. We all needed to fight it, but I think the Firsters need the most help fighting what they were trying to do to us.”

      It was strange to think that way, but Hevith believed that. The Firsters needed their help. They had been pushed the farthest, though he wondered how much of that had come from what they had experienced in the yard and how much from what they had experienced in the war.

      He thought of Vard and his experiences in the war. War had changed him. Vard had tried to fight those changes, trying not to let it make him into something else, but he had nightmares about that time up until his dying breath.

      Would the same be said for the Firsters?

      Mother followed Hevith as they made their way to the road. The others who’d been with Hevith had begun to take places along the wagons. There was a somber air about everyone and they were more subdued than they had been.

      Graychen surveyed everything moving along the road. The soldier turned toward him. In the growing daylight, it was far easier for Hevith to see the man he’d been. It was his eyes more than anything else. They looked everywhere, seeming to see everything, staring at it all with a determined expression.

      “You would have us go with you,” he said.

      Hevith nodded. “We could use the help.”

      “You already have some of my help,” Graychen said.

      “What makes you say that?”

      Graychen motioned to one of the men—Thirteen. He stayed near the wagons, watching with a different intensity in his eyes than when Hevith had seen him before.

      “He wants to help. The rest of us haven’t decided.”

      Graychen turned back to his task and Hevith headed toward Thirteen.

      “You survived.”

      Thirteen looked over at him, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You doubted I would?”

      Hevith looked along the line of wagons. “I didn’t know. I worried. So many were lost during the attacks.”

      There had been several of the Firsters who had died. Hevith didn’t know their names, but he’d seen their bodies and recognized their faces. They were men—all men—who had been in the prison yard. Suffering. Tormented. It wasn’t until they were out that they had died.

      As Hevith looked along the caravan, he worried the same thing might happen to these people. They’d come for freedom, but he didn’t know if there would be any freedom. Not really.

      “I survived.” He glanced at the curved blade Hevith had sheathed. For some reason, it felt right to have one of the Hith weapons. The standard steel blade of the guards had proven weaker than the curved blades, so Hevith had stopped carrying it. “Thanks to you, I understand.”

      “I’m not really sure what I did.”

      Thirteen grunted. “You used your connection to power, whatever that was. Because of you, we were able to overwhelm them.”

      Hevith frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      Thirteen nodded to the blade. “When you called power, it came over all of us. Not just you. We were strengthened.” The man cocked his head to the side, studying Hevith. “You didn’t know you did that.”

      “I don’t know how to control it.” Turning toward Mother talking to Graychen, he frowned. “I’m trying to better understand it, but I don’t have a great sense of control over it.”

      “Well, whatever you did worked. The others know it was you. They saw the way the sword glowed when you were attacking the inestar. They recognized the source of that power. That’s why we’re here.”

      “That’s the only reason?”

      “What other reason should there be?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I guess I don’t know. I was hoping…”

      He didn’t know exactly what he was hoping. That the Firsters would come around on their own. Maybe that they would want to work with them, to fight beside them, because they recognized the need and that they were their people. Then again, they were soldiers, so in their mind, it might be that they were fighting on behalf of their people. The Jahor needed them.

      “We could use your help,” Hevith said.

      “What do you think we’re doing?” Thirteen asked.

      “I’m not sure.” It could be only that they were helping to load the wagons, to get them ready to depart, but then it could be more. Hevith hoped it was more. “We don’t really know where we’re headed. Probably to Yarshin, at least at first. From there, we will travel north.”

      It was the way to safety for the people. The way Hevith’s father had guided his wagons. Now he would do the same.

      Thirteen nodded toward Graychen. “He wants us to go after the inestar. We had it. Lost it. Now we have to find it again. You saw what that thing can do.”

      “Why would you risk so much for it?”

      Thirteen cocked his head to the side, watching Hevith. “What do you think my life is worth?”

      Hevith frowned. “What kind of question is that?”

      “It is what it is. What do you think it’s worth?”

      “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

      “What about your life? The lives of the rest of these people with you? Do you have a value on them?”

      “No life is worth more than another.” He’d felt that way in the yard, and felt it still now.

      “No?” Thirteen nodded toward Mother. “What about hers?”

      Hevith thought he understood what Thirteen was getting at. “The others need her.”

      “They think they need her. Now they think they need you. What would your life be worth to them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I can tell you. More than their own.” Thirteen turned toward Hevith. “When we were in the prison, you thought me terrible. You thought all of us terrible. I suppose we were. We believed then, and I suppose still believe now, that some lives are worth more than others.” Taking a deep breath, he locked eyes with Hevith. “We’re fighters. We’ve known we might not survive the war, but if we could survive, we could still be a part of the fight. Graychen had us ready. If we were able to escape, we were to do so. Protect the inestar.”

      “You had it all along?”

      “We had it. It was our duty to protect that wand. Then when you decided to coordinate your grand plan, we escaped with it. Then lost it.”

      Hevith stared at him for a moment as it sank in. “You were willing to sacrifice the lives of others in order to survive and protect it.”

      “We were willing to so that we could save countless others. We hid the inestar when we were captured. We had no choice. Graychen made it clear we had to keep it from the Hith so they couldn’t use it against our people. So yes. We hid it. Did what we had to ensure we could keep hiding it.” He glared at Hevith. “If we could protect them, then isn’t that worth it?”

      The argument was compelling. Hevith couldn’t deny that hearing it from Thirteen left him questioning whether or not the Firsters should have been allowed to eat first. Perhaps more than that. If they were really protecting the inestar all along, then it would make sense that they be granted those privileges.

      “How did you lose it?”

      Thirteen squeezed his eyes shut. “An ambush about a week after we broke out. We’d been heading north with it when the Hith surprised us. They got to it. Killed too many of our people. Then we went after them, chasing them back to that damn prison until we came upon you.”

      He fell silent, and Hevith didn’t feel like he should push. After a while, he looked over. “What now?” Hevith asked.

      “Now we’re traveling with you.”

      “Why the change?”

      Thirteen looked at him. “Because we lost the inestar. We need to find it. And we saw what you were able to do. That sense of power convinced enough of us that we need to go with you.”

      There was more to it. He could tell it from the way Thirteen was looking past him as he talked, the way he watched Graychen. And Hevith thought he understood.

      “You think you know where they’re going?” Thirteen pulled his gaze back and locked eyes with Hevith. “That’s why you’re willing to come with us. It has nothing to do with anything that you think about me. This is about the inestar.”

      “Would it matter to you if that’s all this is about?”

      Hevith looked at the line of wagons. If it was a reason for them to come along, it was reason enough. How could it not be? Finding the inestar before the Hith used it to find other Jahor was a solid reason. It was something that he could get behind.

      “No.”

      Thirteen turned to him. “Was it you?”

      “Was what me?”

      “The power last night. Was that you?”

      Hevith shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “He wants to understand if it is.”

      “Graychen?”

      Thirteen nodded. “If you can make us better fighters, he’s going to want to know how and whether there’s anything that you can do when we find them again.”

      “I thought you were afraid of the Hith.”

      “Afraid?”

      “When I came across Graychen in the forest, it seemed to me that he feared the Hith. When he learned I’d found the inestar, he started packing up and getting ready to go.”

      “Because he wanted to find it.”

      That wasn’t the sense Hevith had. “Where do you think they’ll take it?”

      “Someplace they believe they can find others like us.”

      Thirteen turned his gaze along the road, staring into the distance.

      Hevith followed the direction of his gaze. “South? Or north?”

      Thirteen shook his head. “I don’t really know. I don’t even think the old man knows. After all the time that we were there, all that time that we kept them from….” Thirteen looked up at Hevith. “It doesn’t matter. I suppose all that matters is that we keep going after them. We can protect more of us that way.”

      Thirteen strode away from him, joining a trio of Firsters farther along the road. Hevith watched him. There was something more the Firsters weren’t sharing.

      It might not even matter. They needed the Firsters’ help, not only to protect the caravan but to find the inestar.

      That had to be his next task. Not only getting these people to safety, but he needed to find the weapon that allowed the Hith to hunt the Jahor. Maybe they could use that to keep the Hith from attacking. Maybe they could use it to stop the war.

      Maybe.

      It didn’t change what Hevith wanted. To protect the Jahor. His people.

      Mother was watching him when he turned away. It seemed she glowed slightly. Maybe she’d been able to learn something from Graychen.

      Once the wagons were loaded, they started moving.

      Hevith took a place on one of the frontmost wagons. He was the wagon master now.

      As they rolled along the road, Hevith looked out into the trees, watching the forest roll by, wondering what the next threat they might face would be.
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      Dark had fallen and they camped for the night. The wagons were a stark outline against the night, now circled much the way Hevith’s family had once circled their wagons, offering a bit of protection in this formation. Out in the open like this, Hevith thought it necessary.

      They had left the forest behind.

      Now there was a rolling plain sweeping ahead of them. It made for easier traveling and was less likely that someone could sneak up on them. Soldiers wouldn’t be able to ride up within the trees the way they’d feared before.

      It also made it so they were more exposed.

      If soldiers came, they would see the wagons easily. They wouldn’t be able to outrun them. Fighting would be the only option. So far, they hadn’t come across any. Hevith figured that a good sign, though from the tension he’d seen in the Firsters, they weren’t quite as certain.

      “What is it?” Hevith asked, approaching Graychen as he spoke to several of the other Firsters, including Thirteen. He’d visited with Mother again when they’d stopped, and Hevith wondered what they had been talking about. Given her previous betrayal, he wondered whether he should push her to share, but had decided against it.

      Graychen swept his gaze around the circle of wagons. “You have some experience with driving a caravan.”

      “I have some.”

      Thirteen cocked his head to the side, looking at Hevith. “This is more than some. You have a confidence here. Were you a merchant?”

      “Something like that.”

      “How is it that a merchant ended up in the prison?” Graychen asked.

      “Bad luck. My family’s wagons were attacked by the Hith and I was captured and brought to Yarshin before I escaped. Then I was captured again.”

      Graychen frowned. “All of that and so young.”

      “It is what it is.” He almost said something about Callah, but that felt more like Mother’s words than his own. Instead, he looked around the wagons. There was a bit more liveliness tonight than there had been in some time. Even before they had been forced off the road, there had still been a somber air about the caravan. It was almost as if leaving the forest had helped give them a new life. Either that, or being around the Firsters, having the confidence that whatever else might happen, they were prepared for it, had given the people a different attitude.

      Several of the Firsters had ventured out hunting when the wagons had stopped. It didn’t take long for them to return with several rabbits and a goat. Mother and several of the others made quick work of roasting the animals, and now the campsite was filled with something it hadn’t known in quite a while—the smell of food.

      His mouth watered from it, and he smiled, thinking about having a full belly. First the deer, and now this. It was almost as if they were really heading to safety. Despite that, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something he didn’t fully understand quite yet. That was the reason he’d come to Graychen and the other Firsters, including Thirteen.

      “How were you captured?”

      The old soldier looked at him. Firelight danced in his eyes. “That’s not something I like to talk about.”

      “You might not like to talk about it, but I think you need to.” Hevith nodded toward the people sitting around the fire. As he watched them, he noticed there was one who sat apart, one he worried about. Karn had been silent throughout the day, despite Hevith trying to engage him in conversation. “How did a soldier, or a dozen or more soldiers, get captured?”

      It was a question that had come to him as they’d traveled, though he didn’t have the answer. The Firsters knew each other. Now that they were free, it struck him they were far more familiar with each other than he had thought before. That would explain why they had organized so quickly.

      “You’ve seen the Hith fight.”

      “And I’ve seen your men fight. That’s what troubles me.” Hevith turned his attention to Graychen, studying him. He looked back at Hevith, tension wrinkling the corners of his eyes. “I know how I was captured. I couldn’t fight. I was overpowered. Had no weapon. They didn’t have a hard time with me at all. When I look at some of these others, I see the same. Weak. Frail. Elderly. None of them would pose much of a threat. Not like you and your men.” And they were his men. That was what struck Hevith.

      Graychen turned toward the fire, staring at it. “You’ve seen us fighting in the dark. In chaos. You’ve seen how the forest helps shield us. The darkness helps protect us. And then there’s whatever it was you did.” He glanced at Hevith. There was a hint of a question in the way he phrased it. Hevith knew Graychen wasn’t sure what role Hevith really had, though the other Firsters all believed he was responsible for helping. “When we faced the Hith in the daylight, with them having superior numbers, there was only one option. Fight and die, or surrender and live…”

      He trailed off at the end.

      “Some of my men fought and died. Too many. I’ve seen men dying for years. Some of them were barely older than you. Some nearly as old as me. All men die the same way in war.” He grunted. “We like to think there’s some nobility to fighting and dying for your people, but when you’re dead, there’s only death. There’s no nobility.”

      Hevith waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t.

      “Where were you when you were attacked?”

      Graychen shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. The mission was a failure, but that’s something I intend to rectify.”

      “This is all about the inestar.”

      “We were to protect it.” He sighed. “That item is incredibly powerful. With something like that, the Hith hope to end the war. They might even succeed, which is the worst part of it all. Now that they have it and know that it works…” Graychen sighed again. “There are a lot of reasons men do things. Some of us see that there’s a higher calling, and that we can be useful in other ways. Some of us know that despite the ignobility of death in war, there’s still value in sacrifice.”

      He got to his feet, shaking his head.

      “We will need whatever power you have. If you can reach for Callah, then you need to master it so we can use that if we face more Hith.”

      He left before Hevith could ask him any more questions.

      And he had questions.

      “He doesn’t like what he lost,” Thirteen said.

      “None of us do. It’s not what we’ve lost that matters. Not anymore. It’s what we can gain.”

      Thirteen watched him, but said nothing.

      Making his way through the people, Hevith reached Mother. She tended a pot filled with water and rabbit, boiling atop the flames. “Can I talk to you?”

      “What do you need, Hevith?” There was a hint of impatience in her tone, more than he would have expected. She looked past him, her gaze turning to the Firsters behind him, before looking at him once again.

      Several questions came to him, but he didn’t think about asking those. There were things he wanted to know about Mother, things she hadn’t been willing to share so far and he wasn’t sure whether she ever would. In the time that they’d been in the prison, he hadn’t received much in the way of answers from her. It was time that changed, the same way he felt it necessary to better understand the Firsters.

      “I had a conversation with Graychen.”

      She straightened, watching him for a moment. “What sort of conversation?”

      “The sort that leaves me with more questions.” Hevith looked behind him before turning back to her. “After seeing them fight, I realized I hadn’t given much thought to how they had been captured.” Even with what Graychen had said, Hevith wasn’t sure how they had been captured. As capable as they had proven themselves to be, it was difficult to believe that they would have been taken.

      “All men have weaknesses,” Mother said.

      “Just men?”

      She glanced toward the fire, where some of the other women were working. “I’m not sure that now is the time for us to be having this conversation.”

      “What conversation do you think we’re having?”

      “You want to know more about my captivity. Not that I can blame you. Perhaps it is the time for you to better know these things, especially as you’ve taken on the role that you have.”

      He waited, thinking that she might share something more, but she didn’t.

      “I’ve struggled to understand why the Firsters harmed other Jahor, but I think I know now.” It made a twisted sort of sense to him.

      “What is that?”

      “They wanted to remain captured.”

      At the time, Hevith hadn’t felt that way, but it made a certain sort of sense. There had been some reluctance to escape even when they had the opportunity to do so. If they’d been protecting the inestar, that would make sense.

      “Is that the same reason you weren’t willing to escape?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Hevith glanced over at Graychen. The other man was talking with some of the others, but every so often, Hevith had the sense that he was looking in their direction, paying more attention to them than he should have been.

      “It’s not complicated. You knew about the inestar.”

      Mother took a deep breath. “I knew about it. The men you call the Firsters. The Chosen. None were willing to reveal the location of it.”

      There had always been a strangeness about the prison, but he’d thought that had more to do with how they were held and the way the guards had turned them into something less than human. He’d never imagined it would be something else, and that the prisoners would be part of the problem.

      “You had it with you?”

      Mother looked past Hevith before turning her attention back to him. “I did not. They did. They knew the Hith would do anything to find the inestar. The only way to hide it was by keeping it with us.”

      “But there were so many of us there. It would have revealed itself.”

      She nodded slowly. “Only at the end. Only when I began to realize what I’d been doing.”

      Hevith could only stare at her. “And what did you realize?”

      He thought of all the people who’d been harmed, all those who had died in the time that he was in the yard. How many had needed to die? How many could have been saved had they only been willing to take a different action?

      Swallowing the lump in his throat, he couldn’t help the anger surging within him. There were so many of them. Too many had been lost. Vard had been lost. Others he didn’t even know. Likely people Mother had cared about but had been unwilling to step up and do anything for.

      “It was a mistake,” she said softly.

      “Not doing anything?”

      “Not that.” She met his eyes, a hint of defiance in them. “You know why I did that. I protected as many as I could through my actions.” The agitation in her settled. “No. The mistake wasn’t in doing nothing for as long as I had. The mistake was in creating the inestar in the first place.”

      The words hung in the air for a long moment, and it took Hevith a while to process just what it was that she was saying. “Who created it?”

      “Not me, if that’s what you think.”

      The device itself was so strangely powerful, the kind of thing that he struggled to comprehend even how it would exist.

      “Then who?”

      “One who leads the Jahor.”

      Hevith wondered who that might be, but had a different question first. “Why?”

      Mother swept her gaze all around, letting it linger near the campsite and the wagons. There was little talk, though there was less of the fear that Hevith had noticed from the people when they’d first escaped. Moving beyond the borders of the forest gave them a sense of more, though what that more would be remained to be determined. Perhaps it was only distance from the fortress. In the time they had been away, there was a greater chance to get to freedom, which was what they all wanted. Each passing day meant they were closer to something else. The kind of safety he only vaguely remembered.

      What must it be like to find that safety once again? Would it even be possible? With everything he’d been through, the idea that he could once again know that sense seemed beyond him.

      “What was your life like before captivity?” Mother asked.

      Hevith tore his gaze away, looking over at her. “I’ve told you what it was like.”

      “You’ve told me that you traveled with your family. That you were traders. But what was it like?”

      Hevith took a deep breath. “We were happy. My family stayed together and we were able to see parts of the world I wouldn’t have been able to visit were it not for our travels, and I—”

      Mother touched him on the arm. “You’ve told me about all of that, but what was it like?”

      Hevith looked at her. “It was frustrating,” he started softly.

      It wasn’t something that he liked to admit, though it was the truth. His memories of that time were happy, but had he always been happy? There had been an edge to him—Vard had always said that. They had wanted him to find a way to get past that edge, but Hevith had not really known what it would take. He’d tried training with Vard the way his parents had wanted, using that training to help him to find a way to control it, but it hadn’t worked. Not really.

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t have a home. We had the wagons. We had the people we traveled with. But we never had the sense of security that so many were able to enjoy.” Inhaling deeply, Hevith let it out in a deep sigh.

      “How did that make you feel?”

      He shook his head. “I resented it.”

      As much as he hated to admit that, he had resented the traveling. Always heading somewhere else. Always planning for the next move. The next step in the journey but never getting to the point where they would be safe. Truly safe. Worse, his parents hadn’t understood, or if they did, they hadn’t cared. They cared more about their traveling, and about gathering more people together to keep moving, than they did about their own children.

      “I’m sure you did. Many Jahor have known those struggles. Those who have settled have known additional struggles over the years.”

      “Like in Yarshin,” he whispered.

      She cocked her head to the side, studying him. “Like in Yarshin.”

      Hevith squeezed his eyes shut. Was that what he would have preferred? He wouldn’t have wanted what the people in Yarshin had known. He wouldn’t have wanted to have needed to hide in order to find safety. To always fear what was to come. That was what the people of Yarshin knew, though.

      “The inestar helps Jahor find the others. A device that gathers them together. Brings their people back once more.”

      Something she said troubled him, but he didn’t know why. “Why?”

      “The Jahor were scattered long ago and have wandered since. The war fragmented everyone, but they were fragmented even before the war. There have always been those who sought to bring the Jahor together, believing we would be able to find the strength we once had and fight off those who would cause suffering.”

      “Like you.”

      “Me. Others like me.”

      She nodded toward Graychen, and Hevith found the other man watching. There was a darkness in his eyes that didn’t feel right, not when there were so many others who would glow with a strange light when given the gift of Callah. Why would Graychen know such darkness—unless it was for the same reason Hevith knew darkness.

      “You’re not looking for Jahor,” Hevith said, turning his attention back to Mother. “You’re looking for those like them. Like me.”

      She held his gaze for a long moment. “Callah calls us all, though not all are able to understand how we’re called. Fewer still can understand the nature of his touch and be able to use that in order to help our people. Those who can need to be brought together so that we can help those who cannot.” She hesitated, as if gathering her thoughts. “Only then will we be able to save our people.”

      “Not now,” Hevith said. “The Hith have the inestar, and they’ll be able to use it against even more of us.”

      “They’ll use it to find those who pose a threat. Then the Jahor people will be wiped out.”

      Why would such a device even have been created?

      “What happened to your instructor?” Hevith asked.

      “We sacrificed much to defend the inestar. Now we must recover it.”

      Hevith frowned. Was she avoiding his question? “That’s what the Firsters were doing.”

      “They tried to.”

      “We’ll have to find where the Hith intend to bring it.” In his mind, that meant back toward the fortress, toward the prison. That wasn’t a place he ever wanted to go back to. There was a part of Hevith that had died within the prison yard, and he didn’t want to risk returning. “Will they have brought it back to the prison?”

      She shook her head. “They had the opportunity to do so while we’ve been traveling. Graychen and the others have followed, but they’ve seen no evidence of it.”

      “Then where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You have an idea.”

      As he looked at Mother, he couldn’t help but feel that she had something in mind, even if she didn’t say it. That something troubled him.

      “I have an idea,” she said. “There’s a sense to the inestar. If you focus long enough and hard enough, you can begin to make out a direction to the pull of power from it.”

      Hevith had some experience with that. When he’d gone after it the first time, he’d detected that pull. It had been considerable, and it had taken everything within him to ignore what the inestar was doing, but at the same time, he thought he needed to follow that power so that he could use it.

      “If you focus hard enough, you’ll know what I mean. That power is out there, practically begging for us to use it.”

      “I felt it,” he said.

      “You did?”

      He nodded. “When I was heading through the forest. The power of”—he struggled to say Callah, as he wasn’t entirely convinced some god had passed power off into him, though he didn’t know what it could be otherwise—“whatever filled me.” Mother frowned at his hesitation. “I was able to feel something guiding me through the forest. I didn’t know what it was, only that there was something out there and it seemed to be drawing me forward.”

      Even now, he could close his eyes and think he could make out that sense. The memory of it was there. The way it had plucked at some deep part of himself, tugging at him, guiding him to move toward it.

      Could that be more than just a memory?

      What if he were able to detect it now?

      If so, then he would be able to discover what the Hith had done with the inestar and where they were going with it. He might be able to uncover the key to that power… and then what?

      Hevith had no idea what would happen afterward. Perhaps nothing. Finding the inestar was only a single step in a much greater challenge. Looking for that answer meant that he would have to face the Hith, and that wasn’t something Hevith thought he was ready for.

      “If you can feel it, then you know the dangers of its powers.”

      “You said it was meant to find others of the Jahor.”

      “That was the original intent. When it was created, there was a belief that it would be done so that we would be able to use that power, that knowledge, and find a way to connect to the rest of our people. The Hith have perverted that intent. Now—”

      “It attempts to pull power from us,” he said softly.

      She watched him a long moment before nodding. “You’ve felt that, too.”

      Hevith remembered the way the sense of the inestar had dragged at him, the way he had felt that power tearing him, trying to take the sense of his power, as if siphoning it off. It had taken an enormous sense of focus—something that he still didn’t have much control over—in order to be able to hold on. What would have happened had the Hith succeeded? Would they have been able to drain him of power?

      “I felt it.”

      “Then you know why it’s dangerous. They would pull from those who have that power, and then they would use it.”

      “How would they use it?”

      “To the Hith, power is everything.”

      She said it as if it were enough of an answer, but Hevith still didn’t know what she was getting at. “How would they use it?”

      Mother hesitated longer than she normally did.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You suspect.”

      “That’s all we have. Suspicion. We don’t really know what they intend, or the reason they’ve tried to capture so many Jahor with potential. Few are killed or sent to their work camps.”

      Hevith glanced toward Karn. As far as Hevith knew, Karn was the only one who had gone to one of the work camps, but something had changed and he’d been brought to the prison. What must that have been?

      Had they decided that he had some sort of potential? That would explain a bit about why he had been brought out of the fields where he’d been working. From what Hevith knew of Karn, he’d been content—at least as content as anyone serving as a slave could be.

      “Where are they brought?”

      “Places like where they brought us. They hold us. Torment us. Eventually break us. But none know why. And we still don’t.”

      Hevith cocked his head and met her gaze. “Was that part of your plan?”

      “You can’t understand, Hevith. You haven’t been a part of this long enough. But you might. In time, you might.”

      “Understand what?”

      “Understand that we’re in a war, and we have been for a very long time. If we don’t begin to understand the plan for us, our people will continue to suffer.” She held his gaze, heat rising in her. “Whatever you think, we must do whatever is necessary to win.”
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      The wagons rumbled over the hard-packed ground, moving steadily. They swayed as they passed, almost as if they were some massive animal swinging from side to side with each step. It was a familiar sense for Hevith, and one that he’d come to know well when he was younger.

      The wagons, however, didn’t move nearly as slowly as the wagons had when he was a child. That was part of the reason they swayed as they did, and there was some danger in it. If they moved too quickly, and if they hit a rut along the road, there was a real threat to them. With as many people as they had with them, they needed all the wagons. They would make even slower time if they were forced to walk, though with the increased availability of game and the success at hunting, there was less of a concern that they’d be able to survive.

      The hills had eased, and now they rolled along with tall grasses on either side, nothing but a vast openness in front of them. It surprised Hevith that they hadn’t encountered any villages. With as far as they’d gone, he would have expected to have come across something, but there’d been nothing more than the road.

      “What do you make of this?” he asked Thirteen. The Firster had taken a position near the front of the procession, though he had been mostly silent. Hevith remained determined to get him to open up and speak, even if the other man wasn’t interested in it.

      “What do I make of what?” Thirteen swept his gaze around, his eyes flickering from one side to the other, before he looked over at Hevith. If there was one thing that Hevith had learned about the Firsters, it was that they were incredibly skilled at what they did. It was a wonder that he’d survived as long as he had in the yard, especially after confronting Thirteen.

      “The emptiness around us.”

      “I don’t see any emptiness.”

      “You don’t see any towns, either. That’s what I’m getting at.” Hevith stood up along the side of the wagon, using that elevated position to gain a better vantage. As he did, he peered outward, straining against the distance, searching for any sign of a village or farmland. There was nothing but grasses out ahead of them. That and the occasional tree. After having been surrounded by trees following their escape, the sudden change was still startling.

      “Have you traveled so much that you would know when it’s strange not to see a town along the road?”

      “Yes.”

      Thirteen snorted. “This isn’t that uncommon, especially in the northern lands. The settlements are spread farther apart, but when you come across a city, you’ll find them larger than what you find in the southern lands.”

      Despite Thirteen’s words, Hevith had traveled enough in the north to know there should be villages, but they hadn’t seen any. That suggested some other reason. Thirteen might not know. “Why?”

      Thirteen shrugged. “Who’s to say why anything is the way it is?”

      There had to be a reason. He didn’t remember much about his journey to the prison, though he suspected he was traveling the same path as he’d taken to get there. Maps he’d studied didn’t help, either. He had no memory of cities near Yarshin.

      “I still think it’s strange,” Hevith said, climbing back down from the side of the wagon. He looked all around again, sweeping his gaze ahead of him. He tried to remain as vigilant as he could, wanting to determine if there was anything ahead of him that he needed to be concerned by, but so far he had not seen anything. That should reassure him, but without knowing which direction the Hith traveled, it didn’t. Not entirely.

      Then again, Hevith had some sense of the Hith. When he closed his eyes and focused, or even while attempting to sleep, he could feel the steady pull of the inestar. It was almost as if the device were trying to draw him toward it so that he could find it—or have his own power siphoned off by it.

      They were heading in the same direction as the inestar. That both troubled him and left him wondering whether they needed to move at a faster pace. If they could get wherever the Hith were heading before they reached it, they might be able to stop them. More than anything, they needed to prevent the Hith from acquiring more numbers. If they strengthened their position, there wouldn’t be anything Hevith and the Firsters would be able to do.

      Worse, there had been no other roads leading off this one. That might be what troubled Hevith as much as anything. He would have expected to have come across something that would veer off, but it was only this single road. The other direction led back toward the fortress and the prison, and this way…

      Hevith didn’t know where this way led. Only that it continued to lead away. Possibly to danger. Or to safety. They all hoped it led to safety.

      Climbing back atop the wagon, he took a seat and glanced over at Karn. He had been withdrawn ever since the Firsters had joined them, reverting to the way that he’d been when they had first escaped.

      “Do you think it’s strange that we haven’t come across any towns?” he asked.

      “I don’t know that it matters.”

      “When we traveled when I was younger, we would find towns every few days.” Oftentimes, it would even be more frequent than that. The frequency was difficult to determine, but there would be times when they would come across towns more than once a day. That was rare, though. Most of the towns and villages they passed were spaced a day or more apart. “Here we’ve gone… a week or more without finding one.”

      “Are you in a hurry to face them again?” Karn didn’t look in his direction when speaking, and he kept his voice low.

      “I’m not in a hurry for anything,” Hevith said. “I was just commenting on—”

      “Finding the Hith again.” Karn looked over. “It seems to me that we should be thankful we haven’t encountered them by now. The moment we do, we have to be ready for a fight.” His gaze drifted to the curved sword Hevith still wore. There was a part of him that felt like an imposter wearing a weapon like that, but he had managed to keep safe because he’d carried the sword. If nothing else, having the weapon had prevented something worse from happening. “Is that what you’re after?”

      “I don’t want a fight.”

      “Could have fooled me. You’ve been itching to use that blade again ever since we came out on the road.”

      “There’s no itch to me.”

      Karn grunted. “You can deny it, but I’ve seen men like you often enough to recognize the look. You get the belief that you’re right in your convictions. Then you get a taste for killing. You put them together and you justify what you’re doing.”

      Hevith didn’t think that was what he’d been doing, but there was no sense in denying that he wanted the opportunity to find the Hith and prevent them from harming anyone else. Then again, he wanted to find the Hith and claim the inestar so that he could keep them from using it on any more of the Jahor.

      “What was it like when you were a soldier?”

      “What makes you think I’ve ever been a soldier?”

      “The way you talk. The disgust you have in fighting. It reminds me of Vard.”

      Karn looked away. “That friend of yours.”

      “You didn’t like him.”

      “He was on the other side.”

      “I don’t know what he did. I don’t even know what you did. It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. All that matters is what you do now.”

      “What I did matters.”

      “You’ve said that before.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “What was it? Why don’t you think you can make amends?”

      “There are no amends for some things. You have to live through the war to know that.”

      “You don’t think I’ve experienced the war?”

      “You’ve experienced part of the war, but you haven’t seen it in full. It’s breathtaking in its stupidity.”

      Hevith smiled at the comment. “I think everyone in the prison was involved in the war in some way. Even Mother.”

      Karn glanced behind him. “That fits,” he whispered.

      “You knew?”

      Karn shrugged. “I didn’t know a thing, but that don’t mean it doesn’t fit. From what you said and what they were doing, I can see it.”

      “What did you do in the war?”

      Hevith didn’t think Karn would answer. As the wagons rolled onward, he worried the other man would remain silent. Hevith wanted to get through to him. It felt like something he needed to do, even if Karn didn’t want to open up. At least he didn’t look like he still wished he was serving as a slave, but there was still a sense from him that he didn’t know what else he should be doing. That sense of purpose was what Hevith wanted to help him find.

      “A scout.”

      “Scout?”

      Karn nodded curtly. “Advanced search. We went ahead, looking for movement.”

      “That’s how you know how to hunt?”

      Karn grunted. “I know how to hunt because I grew up needing to hunt. You’ve got to kill to eat where I came from.”

      “And where was that?”

      Karn shook his head. “A long way from here.”

      They rumbled forward a bit more. “What else did you do in the war?”

      “You don’t think my being a scout was enough?”

      “That’s not it. It’s just that I don’t really know what it means that you were a scout.”

      “Because you don’t understand the war.” Karn looked up, a hollowness in his eyes. “You’re looking for the Hith, and you’re thinking that you can understand the nature of the war from your limited exposure, but what you’ve seen is nothing but a small part of how awful it can be. What you’ve seen is nothing.”

      Hevith wanted to argue. What he’d seen had seemed like something. There had been fighting and killing and he’d struggled to stay alive while facing the Hith, but the darkness around Karn’s eyes reminded him of what he’d seen from Graychen.

      “How bad is it?”

      “Bad. In the war, the Hith don’t take any prisoners. At least, I didn’t think they did.” He looked around at the gathered Jahor. “They slaughtered everyone. Men. Women. Children. Entire villages and cities completely destroyed. All because of a heritage.”

      “Did you know that you were Jahor?”

      Karn glanced at him. “Does it matter?”

      “In a way,” Hevith said.

      “No. I knew I was part of a resistance. A way of fighting. Nothing more than that. We tried to oppose the movement of the Hith, but even in that, we weren’t successful.”

      “Which is why you question whether you are Jahor.”

      Karn looked away.

      “You don’t think that you are.”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that I want the war to be over.”

      “That’s why you were content being a slave?”

      “Don’t have to kill there. All I have to do is what they ask of me. When I meet my quota for the day, I can rest. I’m fed. Treated decent enough. After what I’ve done…”

      Hevith didn’t push, regardless of how much he wanted to better understand what Karn had gone through. When it came to the Hith, Hevith thought he needed to understand. They would face them again. When they did, he needed to know just what the Hith might do and whether there was anything Karn knew that would help him.

      “This device they have will let them find others.”

      Karn looked up. “Others like you.”

      “Maybe. Others. Does it matter who they’re like?’

      “Maybe if they find these others, they’ll be willing to end the fighting. Have you ever thought about that?”

      “I haven’t given much thought to the war at all. Before I was captured, I didn’t know anything about it.”

      “Then you were given a gift.”

      Perhaps he had. He had known about the war in a distant sense, but nothing that would make it seem as real as what he’d seen since his captivity. The war had been spoken of as something remote, vague. The kind of thing that Vard had survived but that Hevith wouldn’t have to deal with.

      That gift might have come with a price. He hadn’t a home, not like so many he had seen along their travels, and nothing that they would have been able to call comfortable. But he’d been safe. Sheltered.

      Taking a deep breath, Hevith fell silent.

      There wasn’t much to say to Karn, and as the road rolled in front of them, Hevith could only watch the horizon gradually change. The sun shone overhead, comfortable and warm, or it should have been were it not for the thoughts that kept trying to intrude into his mind.

      As he let his mind wander, there came the steady nagging sensation.

      It was the same one he’d been having for the last few days, the same sense that he knew meant he felt the presence of the inestar, even if the device was far enough from them that he shouldn’t be aware of it.

      Hevith focused on it. Why should he be so aware of it?

      He had seen it. He’d been so close to the device that he thought he could have grabbed it. All it would have taken would have been another moment or two, long enough to reach for it, and then he could have ended this search. Even had he not reached it, he’d been close enough to it that he thought he could have destroyed it. That would have been just as useful.

      Then again, he wouldn’t understand why it had been created. Why Mother had been so invested in trying to protect it. Why the Firsters would have sacrificed so much in order to defend it. Those people had reasons.

      The sense of the inestar remained so clear in his mind.

      As they rolled along the road, he continued to hold on to that sense and sought to better understand it. It pulled him. North.

      That much was clear. He had worried they were getting closer—or possibly just as bad, farther—from the inestar, but that hadn’t been the case either. Each time he was aware of it, he could feel how far it seemed to be, and there didn’t seem to be anything to suggest they were gaining ground on the device.

      Which he hoped meant the Hith weren’t getting closer. Hopefully the Firsters posed enough of a challenge that the Hith would avoid facing them.

      As he opened his eyes and looked around, he saw that not much had changed. Perhaps the position of the sun, but only a little. The tall grasses stretched in front of them, blocking the wagons from easily veering off no differently than the trees had done.

      Hevith looked behind him at the wagons trailing after them. Mother rode one of the wagons toward the rear, though he wasn’t able to see her all that well. The Firsters remained walking alongside for the most part, not riding, and claimed it allowed them to stay ready for whatever they might have to face. Hevith didn’t know whether there would be anything they’d be able to do from the ground that they couldn’t do from riding on the wagons, but there were enough people in the wagons who couldn’t walk that it was a kindness.

      “You were brought to the prison for a reason. We all were.”

      “I wasn’t Chosen.”

      Hevith shrugged. “I wouldn’t have said that I was either, but…”

      He couldn’t deny the power that he’d been able to call. He couldn’t deny the light that he had summoned. That much had been real. He had no idea what that light meant or whether there would be any way to keep calling upon it, but he did know that he had been chosen correctly, even before he’d even demonstrated any ability.

      Which suggested that everyone in the prison had been so selected.

      “I don’t have anything like that.”

      “Not yet, but that doesn’t mean you can’t. If I could, then so could you.”

      Karn looked away.

      “Why are you afraid of it?” Hevith asked.

      “I’ve seen what that power does.”

      “And what does it do?”

      “Changes people,” Karn said.

      “That’s why you’re afraid of believing that you are Jahor.”

      “I’m not afraid. I just know the truth.”

      “You hide from the truth. The Hith put you in that prison the same as they did the rest of us. I denied the fact that I was Jahor as well, but that doesn’t change what I am. That doesn’t change who I am.”

      Karn looked over at him. “And who are you, now?”

      Hevith could only shake his head. Who was he?

      He didn’t know, not the way that he thought he should.

      He had led the people. He had taken it upon himself. And he believed that he could and should guide them.

      “I am Jahor.”

      “You think that you’re like her,” he said, nodding to indicate Mother.

      “No,” Hevith said. He might not be like Mother. He would be different. Hopefully, he would be better.

      Karn didn’t say anything and Hevith shifted on his seat, turning to look ahead.

      Something in the distance had changed.

      Now there seemed to be a smear of darkness that hadn’t been there before. As he looked, trying to determine what it was that he saw, he wasn’t able to tell. Sitting up taller didn’t help, and neither did standing.

      “What is it?” Karn finally asked.

      “There’s something ahead of us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Hevith cupped his hand over his eyes, trying to make it out. “Might be a low storm cloud, but…”

      Even though it might be a storm cloud, he didn’t think it was. The shape wasn’t quite right and it was too low to the horizon for that to be the case. The fading sunlight made it difficult to say with much certainty what he saw, but he didn’t think that was it.

      The only other possibility was that they were finally coming upon a town, but after having traveled as long as they had without finding anything, he didn’t know if that was the case either.

      “I still don’t see anything,” Karn said.

      “It’s a town.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      Karn grunted and fell silent.

      Hevith stood on the wagon, peering straight ahead of him as he tried to get a sense for what was out there. If it was a town, then it was a large one. It spread across the entirety of the horizon. As they ambled toward it, it seemed the town would swallow the road, leading directly into it.

      He took a seat next to Alicia. She looked over at him, a deep frown on her face.

      “What is it?”

      “I recognize these lands.”

      “We’re getting close?”

      “We are. I remember coming through here when I was young. Barely old enough to remember anything.” She smiled sadly. “Coming through here was the end of a destination at that time. It was where my parents claimed to be safe. I believed them. How could I not?”

      “My father thought Yarshin would be safe as well.”

      “But you don’t. Not now.”

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t,” he whispered.

      “If it’s not safe, then why are we heading here?”

      “Because it’s the next stop.”

      “And then?”

      Hevith stared into the distance. And then what?

      He didn’t know. Only that he would have to guide them.

      If not Yarshin, then where?
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      The space inside the wall pushed in around me. This opening was narrower than many of the others, barely wide enough for me to squeeze through. Someone larger than me would have real trouble—part of the reason Coldan stood guard at the opening in the wall rather than trying to make his way through here.

      The air had a musty odor to it that reminded me of everything I’d detected in this part of the fortress. That had to be what we’d been picking up on, though whatever we now smelled was even more intense.

      Pushing cobwebs away from my face, I peered into the darkness. The soft glowing coming off Shae and Erich lit the way. I’d looked for Tolsar but hadn’t been able to find him.

      “What do you see?” Coldan’s massive face filled the space in the wall, and he swept his sword inside, using it to light his way. “I can’t make out much of anything here.”

      “Can you feel anything?”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Can’t feel anything, but I can smell it. You sure there aren’t bodies in there? Smells like rot.”

      “I’m not sure of anything in this place,” I said.

      “There’s got to be a way for me to come with you.”

      “You’ve tried. We almost didn’t get you out.” Coldan had been the first one to step into the space. He’d wanted to protect us—me—but there wasn’t going to be a way for him to help this time. He would have to wait outside for us. “You can watch from there. You should be able to see us well enough.”

      “I can see them, but can’t see you these days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Since you started drawing on that other power. I can’t see it. Or you. When you’re filled with it, the sense of it masks you from me.”

      That might explain why Erich hadn’t been able to see me or my connection to the elaron, though it wouldn’t explain why he struggled around Shae.

      “Just watch for us. If I need anything…”

      “If you need anything, I’m going to find a way into the wall.”

      I smiled at him. If it were someone else, I doubted they would have been able to do anything. When it came to Coldan and his determination, it was likely that he would be able to find some way to come after me.

      “Maybe if you wouldn’t have gotten so large…”

      He glared at me. “That’s your fault.”

      I shook his hand before starting down the passageway after Shae and Erich. We had agreed to head in this direction first, and then we would move on to the other direction if we still needed to search. Both of them were prepared, and both were connected to the elaron, with Shae having mostly recovered from the last time she’d gone searching with me.

      After taking a few steps, I glanced back to see Coldan peering into the darkness, though I couldn’t make out much of his expression. I imagined worry creasing his brow, though there could be a determined tilt to his jaw mixed with it.

      “Keep moving,” I whispered.

      “There seems to be something up ahead,” Shae said, pointing into the distance.

      I peered past her, trying to look toward what she’d seen, but I couldn’t make out much of anything. If there was something there, it was hidden from me.

      “I should have gone first,” I said.

      “There’s not time for us to change direction,” Erich said. “Besides, if we need to blast our way out of here, we’d rather give you the time to do it.”

      The wall behind me pressed up against me. If it came down to blasting anything, I didn’t know if I would have enough power without borrowing from them. I still hadn’t told Erich what I’d done or how I’d used his power. While he wouldn’t have known, if I needed to do it again, I suspected Shae would know exactly what it was that I did.

      It was likely they would understand, but taking power from someone like that left me uncomfortable. It was too much like what we’d seen from the Trilan.

      They moved forward, inching slowly through the walls. The power glowing from them lit our way, giving us the ability to make out where we headed, though there seemed to be a muted effect to it. More than that, the power had a drawing sensation to it, letting me see where they were pulled. It came off them, as if trying to go through the wall again.

      If I was right, whatever was pulling on their power would be somewhere ahead of us. Possibly even straight ahead, if I were able to blast through the wall. I’d tried that, but hadn’t succeeded, which left me heading in this way. It was safest.

      After a while, the hall started to curve.

      We followed the curve, letting it guide us, and moved beyond where Coldan would be able to see us. I suspected he would be worried about his inability to see us clearly, and if we were gone for too long, it was possible that he would try to find his way in. What I needed was to keep moving while also giving him some indication that we weren’t in any danger. I didn’t know if I would be able to do that very easily.

      “The hall curves,” I shouted. My voice echoed off the walls, filling the space. I cringed slightly. If there was anything in here that we needed to be concerned about, we would have just alerted them to our presence.

      “Don’t be gone for too long!” Coldan called back.

      “Keep moving,” I said to the others.

      Shae turned back to me. “How far do you think we’ll have to go?”

      “Can you see the way the elaron is pulled from you?”

      “I didn’t see it the last time, but I can feel it.”

      “What about you?” I asked Erich.

      “I can’t see it or feel it. Are you sure it’s pulled off me?”

      Watching them, I could see the light drawn from both of them. It was faint, though the farther we went, the intensity with which it was pulled seemed to increase. There was enough of a draw that I thought they should be aware of it. Were it me, I would have been able to feel it much more easily.

      “It is. Which is why I want to find the source of this. Once we find what’s drawing the power from us, then we can know what else we need to do.”

      I anticipated finding something like the chalice I’d discovered when searching with Shae, but this was much more difficult to reach, which left me wondering if perhaps there was something more to it. Maybe there was something else the Hith had done here.

      We started forward again, working through the space in the wall.

      It seemed we walked a long time—much longer than I would have expected, given the size of the fortress, but then with as narrow as the walls were, that might only be my imagination. We continued to veer around, and at one point, the wall turned suddenly and sharply.

      The moment it did, the pull on the other two increased.

      More than ever, I was certain we needed to continue looking where we were. If we could learn more about what they had here, then we would be able to know what the Trilan tried to hide from me—and why it seemed that he wanted me here. That seemed to be the key, though the longer that I looked, the less certain I was about what the Trilan wanted from me.

      “It’s getting warmer,” Shae whispered.

      She was right. Not only had the direction shifted, but the air had taken on a warmth to it. The hall was wider here as well, though not quite so wide as to let us pass side by side.

      “I need to move to the front,” I said.

      “There’s no space here for you to do that.”

      “Drop to the ground and I’ll crawl over.”

      Shae turned to me, frowning. “Why?”

      “The warmth in the air is a Hith characteristic. If there are Hith here—”

      “I’m perfectly capable of handling Hith,” she said.

      “I know you are, but in a confined space like this, it would be better for whoever encounters them to be someone who has experience dealing with them.” And if it came down to it, I wouldn’t hesitate to borrow from Erich or Shae, not if it meant that we would get to safety. I didn’t need for her to know what I might be willing to do, though.

      They both dropped to the ground, Shae surprisingly grumbling more than Erich, and I crept around them. When I was past, they got up and we started forward.

      “I was the one who noticed the air was getting warmer,” Shae muttered.

      “We need to be quiet,” I whispered.

      I couldn’t tell if there was anything out there, but I could feel the change in the air that might indicate Hith. Holding on to my faint connection to the elaron, I prepared for the possibility that I would have to draw through one of them again. It wouldn’t take much for me to do so, but it would draw Shae’s notice. Questions would follow.

      A distant sound pulled on me.

      It was faint, and the farther we went, the more I questioned whether what I detected was real or not, though the sound came with a steadiness that left me thinking it had to be real.

      “What’s that?” Erich whispered.

      “That’s what we have to uncover,” I said.

      We moved through the hall, and it twisted around us, slightly curving again.

      Near the end of the curve, darkness greeted me.

      This wasn’t just the darkness of the hallway. This was the darkness of Hith power. The darkness that I had come to know and had learned to use. This was the darkness of a power we needed to avoid.

      We headed toward it.

      That sense of power intensified as we approached. Erich and Shae didn’t seem to recognize the power ahead of us, which was probably for the best.

      Without knowing what was there, or how that darkness might impact us, I needed to be careful. It was possible the Hith had left behind a way to know if someone passed through here, but it was equally possible the Hith were still here. With the soft sound—what seemed almost a tapping—I couldn’t tell which it would be.

      As I neared the darkness, I paused.

      Using the elaron, I pushed outward, letting power roll away from me.

      It struck the darkness and then faded.

      Waiting a moment, I focused on what I could detect of the ne’rash.

      There wasn’t anything within it that suggested anything more. There was no sense of whoever controlled it. No sense of anything other than a pressure. Whatever had triggered that power was either distant from it or no longer even here.

      What I needed now was to figure out if there was any way I could suppress the ne’rash I detected.

      “Why aren’t you going any farther?” Erich asked.

      “There’s something here.”

      “What is it?” Shae leaned over me and I had the sense of an excited sort of energy from her. With her capture and whatever torment she’d sustained, I wasn’t terribly surprised she would feel a desire for vengeance, but it would be better for her if she would temper that, if only a little.

      “There’s a sense of ne’rash.” Reaching out my hand, I focused on the ne’rash, trying to use what I could detect and see if there was something more taking place in it. I wasn’t able to determine the source of it, only that whoever controlled this wasn’t as close as I had detected in other places. “I don’t know what it means, but there’s a feeling of that power.”

      “Hith,” she said.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      Shae pushed on me and I had to push against her, though I didn’t want to push too hard. If either she or Erich fell, it would make noise in this space. Now that I was convinced there was something here, I didn’t want to risk that.

      “Easy,” I whispered. “We don’t know what’s here. With what I can detect, it’s possible it’s Hith, but it’s also possible it’s something else.”

      “What else would it be?” she asked. At least she did so in a whisper that matched mine.

      “Seeing as how they have something that can pull on our power, I have to think they would have something similar for the ne’rash.”

      “Is that possible?” she asked.

      “I’ve seen it myself.”

      If only I had that with me now. With what we faced and what we might have to do, there would be a benefit if I were able to reach for that power and draw it off. Not to use, but to store. When it came to the ne’rash, I had enough of a connection to the power on my own. There was much I could do with it, though it wasn’t always safe to do so.

      Holding my hand out, I used the elaron to push slightly against the ne’rash. There was a hint of resistance, but not much more than that. Trying to squeeze more power out, I maintained that connection, using as much energy as I could to try and force my way forward. The sense of the elaron wasn’t able to overpower the ne’rash as much as I wanted.

      I would have to find a different way through it.

      “What are you waiting for?” Shae asked.

      “I’m debating what to do with what I detect. If I sever the connection, there’s a real possibility that whoever placed this power will know what I’ve done. If there are any Hith remaining in the fortress, we need to be prepared for their attack.”

      This would be when having Coldan with me would be valuable. He would offer protection, defending against whatever we might encounter, and with his sword and his connection to the elaron, he’d be able to overwhelm that sense of power.

      There was something similar I could do, though I didn’t attempt it all that often anymore. There wasn’t much of a need, nor was there much of anything I could do when I tried. It involved drawing my power forward and focusing it, pushing outward with the elaron, and creating something almost like a sword. I’d even used it like a sword before, though that wasn’t quite what it was.

      Glancing at Shae, I hoped she wouldn’t notice where the sense of power I pulled came from. It might be controlled by me, but it wasn’t going to be entirely my strength.

      Closing my eyes, I focused.

      The elaron was there and I used it, pushing through Erich as I had before, and forced that power forward. As I squeezed the energy ahead of me, stretching it outward, it focused into a narrow beam.

      I slammed this forward and into the ne’rash.

      It separated the connection of the ne’rash, letting that power sweep away.

      I released the elaron and waited.

      “What was that?” Shae whispered.

      “I saw him do something like it before,” Erich said.

      “Quiet.”

      I focused on the ne’rash, but there wasn’t anything more.

      There was a feeling of it out there, but the more that I focused on it, the harder it was to tell whether there was anything else beyond the traces that were starting to fade. They dispersed, practically slithering away.

      Taking a deep breath, I headed forward.

      They followed.

      My skin tingled where the ne’rash had been, but there wasn’t anything else here. Nothing that would place us in any danger, and certainly nothing that would lead me to think that whoever had placed the connection here even remained.

      There was nothing.

      That should reassure me, but for whatever reason, it did not.

      I moved carefully, holding my connection to the elaron, and realized I pulled from Erich as I went.

      Releasing some of that connection, I withdrew it enough that I didn’t pull upon his power quite as much. I didn’t want to pull from him in a way that would lead him to feel what I did. Neither did I want to take so much power from him that he would be weakened by what I drew from him. As we continued, I would need him to continue pushing out his power in order to know whether there was anything there.

      The elaron stretched away from me, continuing to sweep outward. There was no further sense of the ne’rash.

      “Where do we need to go?” Shae asked.

      I smiled to myself. “There’s only one way we can go. Forward. Do you still feel the pull of your elaron?”

      When I glanced back at her, she frowned a moment before nodding. “It’s there. Less than before.”

      Looking from her to Erich, I realized what she said.

      The pull that I’d been picking up on had shifted. There wasn’t nearly as much of a draw on it as we had seen before.

      Had the ne’rash been pulling on it, or was there something else to it?

      When we’d come across that chalice, the power within the cup had drawn off the elaron on its own, without needing anything more. There certainly had been no connection to the ne’rash as we detected now.

      Moving carefully, though with a quickened step, I squeezed along the hall. The stench intensified, though I couldn’t exactly tell what it came from. There was something rotten about it, much like Coldan had said.

      “That’s awful,” Shae whispered. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to take it.”

      Why would it stink so badly here? What was it that we detected?

      Moving along the hall, I continued looking around for what caused the smell, but the space between the walls was empty. There was nothing here that would explain it, though it did seem to be getting worse.

      The wall turned again, this time heading to the right.

      When it did, I tripped.

      Stepping back, I stumbled into Shae but ignored her soft protestations. There was something in front of me. Sliding my foot forward, pushing out with as much of the elaron as I could, I lit the hallway until I could see what I’d tripped over.

      A body.

      It was old—impossibly so. The skin was dry, almost leathery, and a grimace clung to the person’s face. They were dressed in dark but tattered clothing.

      Strangely, as I stood there, I could feel the sense of something from the body.

      They couldn’t be alive. Not in this state. But there was still something coming from them.

      Power.

      Pushing out softly with as much of the elaron as I dared, I probed at what I detected. There was a power there, though it wasn’t that of the elaron. It was ne’rash.

      “This is what we detected,” I said.

      Shae leaned over my shoulder and her breath caught. “The stench? This person looks to have been dead for a while.”

      “Maybe that too, but the ne’rash.”

      “What?”

      As I focused on the power coming off the body, I couldn’t help but feel like that was the key. There was something here, though I didn’t know what exactly it was. There was power coming from the remains, though it was little more than a residual power, and not nearly as much as it would be otherwise.

      Stepping over the body, I moved along the passageway.

      When I was past, I glanced back at the others and noticed the way they hesitated to move through. Shae picked her way past gingerly, and then Erich crawled past, but neither of them wanted to do so very quickly.

      Not that I blamed them. The body was strange.

      We had gone a little while longer when I came across another.

      It was in the same shape as the last body, both of them desiccated and leaving only the leathery remains. I had no idea how long they’d been here, but given the way they looked, it had to have been years. Still, there was power coming off this body as well, the same as I had detected from the other. That power was faint and faded, though with this body, there was more of a focus to it. It was easier to know that it came from him, almost as if he still clung to power.

      Frowning to myself, I reached down for the man and pushed out with the elaron.

      It washed through him. I had experience using it to heal, and in this case, I thought I needed to see if there was anything I might be able to uncover from the remains. Given his current condition, the only thing I might be able to detect would be the fact that he was dead, but I had to wonder if perhaps there might be something more.

      “What are you doing?” Shae asked.

      “I’m trying to determine how long he’s been gone.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      As I let power sweep into the body, there came a whisper of power.

      The ne’rash surged.

      It lashed out at us.

      Somehow, this body still held on to the ne’rash—and did so with enough strength that he posed a danger to us.

      I reacted, forcing ne’rash back against him. It was quick, explosive, and his body burst, leaving nothing of him remaining. When I did, there was a sigh, almost as if the man breathed it out, but that shouldn’t even be possible.

      “What happened?” Erich asked.

      “There was trapped power here,” I said.

      “How?”

      Getting to my feet and looking around, I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      We moved along the passageway, and as we went, we passed several other bodies in the same condition. Each of them had a hint of ne’rash stored within them, and each of them seemed to sigh when I released that power. Each time I did, I hesitated before moving on. The wall continued to curve slowly and then turned suddenly, forcing us again to the right.

      This time, I suspected what was taking place, though I didn’t know why we would have found what we had in the tunnel.

      When light appeared ahead of us, the others stopped moving.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      “How do you know? With what we’ve seen so far, we don’t know what that might be.”

      “That’s where we came in,” I said.

      As we neared the light, I found Coldan, sword in hand, ready for whatever attack he thought would be needed.

      “What did you find?” he asked.

      “Hith. The ne’rash. But I don’t really know what else.”

      That was what troubled me more than anything about all of this. We had come across the Hith, and we had found their power, but now that I looked at Erich and Shae, there was no further sense of their power being pulled away from them.

      Why would there be Hith trapped in the walls? They had to be trapped, as it didn’t seem as if there was any way for them to have gotten out. More than that, why would there still have been power here?

      They were questions for which I didn’t have answers. It was possible that I wouldn’t be able to get the answers I needed. The Hith were gone. Now that we’d come through here, I’d released their power. Still, whatever the Trilan intended remained.

      It was similar to what we’d found in the forest. That was a feeling I couldn’t shake.

      If there was something here he intended, we needed to figure out what that might be so that I might finally stop him for good.
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      The ridgeline overlooking the city reminded Hevith of when he’d come here as a prisoner the first time. Now that he was arriving as a free man, as free as he could be, he looked upon the city with a different eye. It was one that had experienced far more than when he’d been here in the past. One that saw dangers that he hadn’t learned to appreciate before.

      Even still, looking upon the city left him hollow. This was where he’d last known a sense of freedom and had believed he would find some safety. Now there was only the sense of danger from the city below.

      They’d veered off the road, finding a narrow path leading along this ridgeline that brought them away from the city and gave them the opportunity to search for another path. From here, most of the city had a foreboding appearance. That came from the wall surrounding the city and the stark gray stone.

      “It looks so much darker than when I was here before,” Hevith said.

      Mother stood alongside him, with Morad at her shoulder, staring into the distance, a perpetual scowl on his face. Mother had a neutral expression, though there was tension in her shoulders. She gripped the scraps of fabric she wore, inhaling deeply.

      Alicia remained behind, watching with concern in her eyes.

      “Yarshin was once a different place. One that promised safety,” Mother said.

      “Why here?” Hevith asked.

      “This was where many of our people were led to believe they could begin to find the promise of a different life. A better life.”

      “Someplace in the north?” he asked.

      “Why?”

      “My father believed there was safety in the north. It was why we continued traveling north as long as we had.” Hevith shook his head. “I don’t know if he actually believed it or not, but he said there was something beyond.”

      “Beyond what?”

      He shrugged. “I never learned.” And now he wouldn’t. Then again, it was a strange thing for him to believe there would be something more than what they’d encountered, that there would be a place where they would be able to find safety beyond the lands his father had known.

      “There have always been those who thought we could find safety. That’s been a rumor for as long as the Jahor have been persecuted. We’ve tried to find a place of our own, a land where others wouldn’t be able to reach, but there is no safe place.” She sighed again, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “For a time, there was Yarshin. We were treated well. Our people were welcomed. Our trade was appreciated.”

      “What changed?”

      “The same as happened anywhere else. Rumors of the war spread north, pushing toward even this place. Those who had welcomed our people no longer wanted the danger. They would rather have safety, even if that meant sacrificing others. And so we left.”

      “Not everyone left.”

      “Not everyone,” Mother agreed.

      “Why not?”

      “There comes a point where it’s no longer safe to do so.” Her gaze swept over those who were in the wagons before looking down on the city. “They hid, which was all they could do. All we’ve ever done, for as long as I can remember.”

      “The Firsters fought back.”

      “They did. Others fought with them. And they lost.”

      Hevith looked toward the city. The massive wall surrounding it was as he remembered. It towered over the city, leading to one way in or out. Somewhere near the wall was where he’d been stabbed the first time. Somewhere out there, he’d first begun to know that he was different—and would suffer for it.

      That difference was what his parents had hid from him. He didn’t know how angry he should be with them. Their intention was to find safety, a place where they wouldn’t have to know such violence. Knowing his parents as he did, they likely would have believed they could protect him from all of that.

      Now that he’d reached Yarshin, he should know where he was. There were smaller villages and towns, but they would be days from here. They needed supplies. They needed food. Clothing. Time to rest. They needed safety.

      Could there be safety in Yarshin?

      He remembered the way the city had rounded up the Jahor, searching for them—and now that he understood the Jahor, he had to think those who’d been found had some potential. What would they find when they reached the city?

      Not safety.

      “When the Hith attack again”—and it was when and not if, he knew—“we need more safety than we have with the wagons.”

      “It’s not going to be in the city. Has that been your plan?” Mother asked.

      “Not necessarily this city, but finding safety in a city has been part of the plan.”

      “The wagons can offer some protection. The soldiers will watch us. We can keep hunting and head toward this place you know of in the north.”

      “I don’t know of it,” he said.

      “You said your father told you about it.”

      Hevith nodded. “Some.”

      The details were sparse enough that he wasn’t sure what it would require from him. He remembered what his father had told him, the directions, and—more importantly—the words he needed.

      “If we do this, eventually we can…”

      She didn’t need to finish. Hevith understood. Eventually, they would look for safety, and they would continue to search along these lands, along this road, but how was that any different than what his father had done? There had been no safety then, and he had a hard time thinking there would be any safety now.

      Hevith wasn’t even sure the safety his father told him about existed.

      He looked at the faces in the wagons. There were quite a few visible. Many had come out, looking down at the city, a glimmer of hope in their eyes that was tinged with something more cautious—the knowledge they might still not be safe. They had all experienced so much danger that it was difficult for anyone to think they might have found safety.

      Their names rolled through his mind. Over their travels, Hevith had come to know them better, to understand some of them had never known about a connection to Callah, and didn’t believe they would have any ability to reach that power. Then there were those like Morad, men who had been able to reach for power. Couldn’t they help?

      “They can’t go on any longer,” he said.

      “You would speak for them?”

      “I don’t speak for them, but look at them.” Hevith pointed to the nearest wagon. Justine and Karch were sitting atop the wagon, both leaning on their elbows, staring almost longingly at the city. Trainal stood with a hand on the wagon, though Hevith knew that if the older man didn’t have that support, he’d drop to the ground, like so many of them would. They were tired. Weakened. And they needed rest the wagons wouldn’t be able to provide. “We can’t keep going.”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      “Why not?”

      “You experienced that when you were here before, Hevith. You know what they’ll do to you. To anyone like us. Your father told you—”

      “There are ways we can find safety. With enough time…”

      Mother watched him. “You know what that means. You would push them into war.”

      Hevith looked down at Yarshin, thinking about what he’d experienced when he’d been here. He’d been captured because they believed him to be Jahor. Whether or not that was true didn’t matter. What mattered was that he’d been brought into war regardless of whether or not he wanted to be any part of it.

      “We’re already in a war.”

      He looked over at Morad, but the man ignored him, staring into the city. There was something about the expression in his eyes that suggested a familiarity with Yarshin.

      As Hevith stood there, he realized something.

      The strange sensation he’d been aware of over the last few days of travel, that sensation he’d known ever since facing the Hith, called to him from nearby.

      From down in the city.

      That was the inestar.

      When he’d been traveling with the wagons, a desire for his people’s safety had driven him. Hevith believed he would eventually be able to get them to safety, whether in the north or not. If the Hith had the inestar, then it wasn’t just the people who were with him that they needed to be concerned for.

      There were others of the Jahor in the city. With a device like the inestar, the Hith would be able to find them, to draw them out.

      “The inestar is in Yarshin.”

      “You can’t know that,” Morad said.

      “I can feel its pull.”

      Morad glanced from Hevith to Mother. “How would he be able to feel its pull?”

      “Because I can feel its pull,” she whispered. “Perhaps not so strongly as Hevith, but he’s right. It is in the city.”

      “There are other Jahor there,” Hevith said.

      “Then they’re lost,” Morad said.

      Hevith shook his head. “They hide. Mother claims the city was overrun by those who would harm the Jahor, but I saw something else in my time here. I saw people willing to fight to defend the Jahor. I saw those who would hide them, keeping them safe.”

      “There is no safety,” Morad said.

      “What did you experience here?” Hevith asked. “It was here, wasn’t it? You had something happen to you in this place.”

      Morad turned away. “If the Hith are down there, then they’re already gone.”

      Hevith glanced over at Mother before reaching for Morad. “If you know anyone there, you can help them.”

      “By having the Hith pull on me the same way they pull on you?” He shot Mother a hard look. “He doesn’t even understand what it means that he feels the pull of it. He doesn’t understand how they’ll use him. How they’ll continue to pull that power to them.”

      “He’s escaped them once already because he has been called by Callah,” Mother said.

      “And you?”

      “I no longer know how Callah intends me to serve,” she whispered.

      Hevith looked from one to the other. “If the Hith are in the city, we can sneak in. Use what I can detect of the inestar, figure out what they plan. Once we know that, we can use it to try to understand what we can do to stop them.”

      It meant taking the inestar back from the Hith, but in Hevith’s mind, it might involve more than that. He might have to destroy it. From what he knew of the inestar—which wasn’t much—he didn’t know if it was even possible to destroy it.

      “How do you think you can go in without them recognizing you?” Morad asked.

      Hevith drew in a deep breath. “I suppose I can’t expect that. What I can do is try, even if I have to go alone.” Which he might need to do. He looked back at the wagons before turning his attention to Mother. She would have to lead again. Hopefully, the people would follow her. “Keep these others moving. They need safety, and it’s not going to be here. If the Hith decide they’re going to attack, I don’t want them to be drawn to the wagons. Let me serve as a distraction.”

      She nodded slowly. “It will be dangerous.”

      “They’re my people too.” He looked toward the Firsters. “Do you think Graychen will help?”

      “You’ll have to ask him,” Mother said.

      Hevith watched Morad a moment more before turning away and heading toward Graychen and the Firsters. They stood with Graychen in the center of a circle, speaking softly to one another. When Hevith approached, they stopped and looked over at him.

      “What is it?”

      “The inestar is in the city.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “Pretty certain.”

      The other man glanced at the Firsters around him. “That doesn’t mean anything. Do you know or don’t you?”

      “There’s the sense of the device down there. I don’t know how many Hith are there, if that’s what concerns you.”

      He said it more forcefully than he meant, and given that Graychen was considerably older than him and had quite a bit more experience with the Hith than he did, he regretted it immediately. He shouldn’t be taunting him like that. Graychen had fought when it had been required, and that was enough. He had faced things in the war that he wanted to forget.

      “Are you under the impression I fear the Hith?” Graychen’s voice was pitched low and dangerous.

      Hevith backed up a step, worried about what the other man might do. Surrounded by the Firsters—and knowing what they’d done in the prison yard—he had to believe that Graychen would do whatever it took to defend what he thought he needed to defend.

      “I heard what you said in the forest.”

      “Do you fear them?” Graychen asked.

      Hevith nodded quickly.

      “Good. You should. You’ve only seen a part of their danger, and that’s because I don’t think they recognized the danger you posed. That will change. Now that they know you present a unique challenge, I suspect they’ll do everything in their considerable power to prevent you from acquiring the device.”

      He watched Hevith a moment more.

      “I’m still going down there.”

      “Then you’re going alone.”

      Hevith blinked. “You’re not going to help?”

      “Why?” He swept his gaze around the wagons. “Look at these people. Don’t they need protection?”

      “I thought you were trying to recapture the inestar.”

      “Not when it means going into a Hith stronghold and risking my people.”

      “The people down in the city are your people.”

      Graychen sniffed. “There aren’t any of the people left in Yarshin.”

      “I was there. I saw there were still Jahor in the city. Anyone they use the device on will be captured and then…” Hevith glanced at Mother, still wishing that he knew more about what would happen when people were captured. He knew what he’d experienced when he’d been near the inestar, and that was without coming close to being captured. “Then I don’t know, but they need our help.”

      “We’re moving forward. You’ve got the wagons. You’ve got these people out. We’re traveling along with you. That’s enough. Others need to know the Hith acquired the device. They need to know we failed. If we don’t get the word to them, they’ll be unprepared for what’s to come.”

      “We could get it from them.”

      “We had our chance and we lost it. Now that they’re fortified, we aren’t going to be able to do anything. We don’t have enough men to storm the walls.” He looked at the others with them. “Even if the rest tried to help, we wouldn’t have enough. Best we don’t even try, not risk losing more of our men. We’ve lost enough the way it is.”

      Graychen turned away from him, and Hevith could only stare.

      Was it that he was scared?

      He’d seen Graychen fight, so he didn’t think that was it, despite what he’d heard in the forest. Then what was it? Why wouldn’t he be willing to attack, especially when they knew where the inestar could be found? If they left it with the Hith, then the Hith would be able to attack.

      Though they were already able to attack.

      Hevith turned away.

      When he did, he couldn’t help but look at the people on the wagons. He didn’t want to see the hope in their eyes. That would be dashed the moment they started to pull away from the city. Then again, if they went down into the city, that hope would be dashed anyway. There was nothing safe for them down there.

      Hevith found Alicia sitting alone, looking out over the ridgeline, staring into the distance as if she were contemplating heading to Yarshin the way that he intended to. He doubted that was the case.

      He took a seat next to her.

      “You’re leaving us,” she said.

      Hevith looked over before nodding. “I don’t know that I have any choice if I want to recover the inestar.”

      “I know.”

      “You know?”

      “I’ve seen something in you since we’ve been traveling.”

      “What have you seen?”

      “A desire to help.” She smiled at him. “When I first came into the prison, you had it, though I didn’t believe it. The longer that we travel together, the easier it is for me to see it. You do care.”

      “My parents raised me to care.”

      “They did well.” She smiled again at him, though this time there was a darker edge to it. “I only wish I could say the same about my parents.”

      “When they were lost, I wanted nothing more than to find them.” Hevith looked down toward Yarshin. “I still do, I suppose. But doing this, helping the Jahor, feels like something they would’ve wanted for me. It feels like it’s my way of honoring them.”

      “You should do this,” she said. “There are Jahor down there. Probably many of them. At least, there were when I was there last.”

      “I will do whatever I can. I intend to find the inestar, keep the Hith from harming them, and bring them back out.”

      “Just you?”

      “It’s safer that way.”

      She took his hands, squeezing for a moment, and pulled him close. She kissed him on the cheek. When she withdrew, she held his gaze. “I’m so sorry I ever harmed you, Hevith.”

      “You didn’t harm me. You helped me find myself.”

      He squeezed her hands before getting up and heading away before he lost the nerve.

      The sense of the inestar continued to pull on him. Morad understood what that pulling meant, and he seemed to think it put Hevith in some danger.

      That might be necessary, though. In order to help get the others to safety, it might require that Hevith risk himself.

      Wasn’t he willing to do that?

      How could he do anything else?

      Standing on the ridgeline overlooking the city, he watched the massive wall, noticed the movement around it, and breathed in the sense of the inestar. A troubling thought came to him.

      If he was aware of the pull of the inestar, was the person who held it aware of him?
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      The lights within Yarshin glowed, giving Hevith enough illumination to know how to reach the city. He crouched on the ridgeline, preparing to descend, ready to go alone. Perhaps it was best he was alone. In the darkness, he could hide his fear better.

      Movement nearby startled him and Hevith jumped to his feet, spinning around and reaching for his sword. “What are you doing?”

      Thirteen watched him, looking past Hevith and down into the city. “I came to ask you the same thing. I thought Graychen told you that you shouldn’t go.”

      “Graychen doesn’t command me.”

      Thirteen descended the ridgeline a little ways, picking his footing carefully. “You’d really go down and risk yourself?”

      “For the inestar?”

      “For people you don’t know.”

      “Isn’t that what you did as a soldier?”

      Thirteen glanced over his shoulder at him. “I never viewed it that way. I wasn’t alone when we attacked. It made it easier.”

      “I didn’t want to be alone, though with what I intend, I wonder if it might not be for the best. This way, I’m the only one risking myself.” Hevith took a deep breath, trying to feel more confident than he really did. “Besides, doing this gives the others a chance to keep moving. The Hith will focus on me, not on them.”

      That was his plan, at least. Mother would lead them, as she had before they’d left the prison. In doing so, they would keep moving along the road. They would have the Firsters for protection, and they could reach one of those smaller towns along the road. What did it matter that the last time Hevith had been in one of those small towns, they’d been attacked?

      “Why?”

      Hevith turned his attention back to Thirteen. “Why what?”

      “Why are you so willing to sacrifice yourself?”

      “I don’t intend to sacrifice myself.”

      “You’re going knowing Hith are there. It’s like what you did in the yard. You were willing to take on others.”

      “Not intentionally,” Hevith said.

      “Still.”

      He stared into the darkness. He could feel the pull of the inestar. It was down in the city, calling to him, drawing his attention. With enough time, he would be able to find it. He knew he’d be able to track it. Even taking a few steps down the ridgeline had made the sense of it that much greater, so that he knew he could get to it.

      “I understand why Graychen isn’t willing to go after it. You can tell him that.”

      “Tell him?”

      Hevith glanced over. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Graychen wanted me to know he’s not afraid of the Hith and he’s doing what needs doing in order to protect the Jahor. I understand. He didn’t need to send you down to tell me.”

      “Graychen didn’t send me.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I wanted to know why you were doing this.”

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t really know. Because it needs doing. It’s the right thing to do. And regardless of what Graychen might believe, there are Jahor in the city. He can ask Alicia. They’re in danger—more so now with the presence of the Hith. If there’s anything I can do…”

      Hevith had to do it. He couldn’t explain to himself why he felt the need to do it, let alone try to explain it to Thirteen. The other man might not get what Hevith was doing, but then, neither did Hevith. He understood the power of the inestar, so if there was anything that he could do to help, he thought he had to attempt it.

      “I’m going with you.”

      “What?” Hevith turned to him, frowning. “Graychen didn’t send you to do that.”

      “He doesn’t command me, either.”

      “You’re with him. One of them.”

      “I am, but I’m Jahor as well. I can help you.”

      There was something almost begging in the way he said it, as if Thirteen thought he had to ask for Hevith’s permission to risk himself by heading into the city. It made Hevith laugh softly and earned him a slight scowl from the other man.

      “You don’t have to ask to come along,” Hevith said.

      “You’ll take me?”

      “If we face Hith, will you fight?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Hevith turned back toward the city. “I don’t know that any of us have a choice. I knew that the moment we escaped the prison.” He looked at Thirteen. “We can run, but we’re still a part of the war. Either we choose to fight or we choose to hide.”

      Thirteen regarded him a moment. “When do you intend to go?”

      “I already left.”

      “Does she know?”

      “Mother?” Thirteen nodded. “She knows. She’s going to lead the wagons away. If the Hith are using the device to track us, we hope my heading into the city will distract them enough they won’t recognize what we’re doing.”

      “And if they do?”

      “Then Graychen will have to fight, even if he doesn’t want to. Either way, I’m going after the inestar. That’s the danger, not the Hith.”

      “They’re dangerous.”

      “You’ve faced them before we escaped from the prison?”

      “We’ve all faced them. They send them when they believe there are Jahor they have to deal with.”

      “Why the Hith?”

      “Some of our soldiers are like you.”

      “What do you mean they’re like me?”

      “Gifted. Not all, mind you. We wish there were more with the gift, Chosen or whatever they would have you believe, but we don’t.”

      “You don’t believe in Callah choosing?” Here Hevith had thought that was something all of the Jahor had believed.

      “I don’t know what to believe. I believed in fighting for my family, but then they were killed. I believed in fighting for my town, but then it was destroyed. Now I’m fighting for my people, but they’re getting wiped out as well.”

      “What would you fight for if you had a choice?”

      Thirteen held Hevith’s gaze. “I wouldn’t fight. I’m good at it, but I wouldn’t fight. That’s not the life I want. I’d rather settle down on a nice farm outside of a village, have a family with my beautiful wife, and simply be.”

      “You were married?”

      Thirteen seemed young, but in some of the towns they’d been through, people were married off at a young age.

      “In this dream I would be. And she’d be beautiful.”

      Hevith smiled. “Of course.”

      Thirteen sighed. “Until then, I fight for my people. The others might not believe we can recover the inestar, but after everything we sacrificed back there, I feel like I have to do something.”

      Hevith locked eyes with him. “Thank you.”

      They started down the ridgeline, neither of them speaking. It was difficult navigating, and Hevith had to pick his steps carefully. He didn’t want to slip, not only because he didn’t want to fall, but because he didn’t want to make noise and draw attention to them.

      The ground sloped down steeply. It still surprised him that they were able to reach the road leading into the city. They could have stayed on that road, but it would have been dangerous to do so. It would have been easier to navigate, though.

      “A strange place for a city this size,” Thirteen muttered.

      Other than the sound of Hevith’s labored breathing, it was the first sound that either man had made. He paused, steadying himself as he tried to navigate along the side of the ridgeline.

      “You mean with this drop-off?”

      “It makes it hard to defend.”

      “I’d think it was easier,” Hevith said. “Look at how hard it is for us to get down to the city.”

      “Only because we’re trying not to make too much noise and to move carefully. For anyone who doesn’t care about those things, it wouldn’t be nearly as difficult. Plus, with a longbow, archers would be able to strike the city.”

      “Those would have to be impressive bows,” Hevith said. Even when they reached the level ground again, they still had a ways to go before reaching the outer wall. From there, it would be an incredible distance for any archer to try to hit.

      “They can be. The weapons that took out my home were impressive.” Thirteen looked over at Hevith. “You’ve only faced the Hith. They’re dangerous, but that’s because of their magic. Therens are just as bad. Bastards sided with the Hith. Those are the soldiers we’ve dealt with. They deploy soldiers and some of their siege weapons.” He shook his head. “With enough time and skill, they can make terrible weapons.”

      “How long ago was your home lost?” Hevith sat back on the ridgeline, looking outward toward the city. He could feel the pull of the inestar, and he tried to ignore the strange irritation he felt with it, much like he tried to ignore the possibility they would know he was coming. He didn’t think they could detect him, but what if they could? What if the Hith knew he was making his way toward them? As much as he wanted to sneak into the city and find a way to get to the device before he was detected, it might not be possible.

      “Long enough ago that I don’t remember what it looks like. There are times I think I can remember, times when I feel like I should know what it had been like, but then those memories fade. They’re there, but hidden. I think my mind tries to protect me from what I’ve lost. That might be better.”

      “I can’t remember what my parents looked like. Not entirely,” Hevith said. “And it’s only been a few months. I remember the sound of their voices better. I think that’s strange, but that’s the memory I have.”

      “The smells of my home are what I have. There was always something so relaxing about those smells, that of woodsmoke, of baking bread, of my mother’s perfume. I think I can close my eyes and I can call back those memories.”

      Thirteen leaned back, a hint of a smile on his face.

      They sat for a moment.

      Hevith tried not to think about the way the inestar pulled on him, but with each passing moment, it was increasingly difficult to focus on anything else. That was what they needed to reach.

      How long did the wagons have before the Hith would realize they were moving? Not as long as they needed. If Mother were aware of the pull of the inestar, then they might be aware of her as well. What they needed was for Hevith to distract them, which meant that lingering here wasn’t going to serve any purpose.

      As he started moving, a rustling sound caught his attention.

      It was behind him.

      Hevith unsheathed his sword, pointing it up the slope and into the darkness. There was movement, though he couldn’t tell what it came from.

      “What is it?” Thirteen hissed.

      “I don’t know. Movement. Was there anyone else who planned on coming with you?”

      “No one else wanted to come.”

      “You asked?”

      “If we were going to risk the Hith, I thought it only made sense to ask.”

      If not one of the Firsters, then he didn’t know what it was… only that it put them in danger.

      Hevith waited, listening.

      There was no further sound in the night, only that of his breathing and the occasional swirling of the wind. It was enough that he could feel gusts of it pushing on him, the sense of it working around him, but it wasn’t noisy enough for him to have heard. What was it that had caught his attention?

      As he waited, he thought there was additional movement, though he wasn’t sure what it was—only that it came from directly in front of him.

      Thirteen joined him, moving far more quietly than Hevith had managed. At some point, he’d unsheathed his weapon and he kept it crossed over his body, as if protecting himself from the possibility of a surprise attack.

      The curved sword Hevith carried was more difficult to hold in that way. The edge of it seemed to press up against him, making it so that he couldn’t hold it too closely; otherwise, he felt as if he’d risk cutting himself.

      As they went, he worried about what would happen if he was already too late. He didn’t think he was, especially as he didn’t detect anything from the inestar other than that it remained down in the city, but if the Hith had moved around them and gotten into position so that the others in the wagons were in danger…

      The sword started to glow.

      At first, it happened slowly, but then the blade began to take on more and more light, the intensity of it growing with each passing moment.

      It pushed back the darkness all around them.

      There was no sense of what he’d detected.

      Hevith held up the sword.

      He needed the light from the blade. At the same time, he worried it drew attention to them.

      “Do you see anything?” Thirteen kept his voice as little more than a whisper, barely carrying over to him.

      “I don’t see much.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Hevith spun.

      The voice came from the darkness, but behind them.

      “Morad? What are you doing here?”

      Morad stood just beyond the reach of the sword. “You’re going down into the city,” he said.

      “You knew that I was.”

      “I knew you’d talked about it. I didn’t realize you decided to do so. Nor that you had someone going with you.”

      Hevith glanced at Thirteen. “I do. What are you doing?”

      “I… I thought that I would accompany you. Now that I see you have help, perhaps that is unnecessary.”

      “Why? Not that your help wouldn’t be appreciated, but why would you want to come with me?”

      Morad turned toward the city. “Because I learned there are others within the city. If the Hith use the device and find them, they won’t be safe.”

      “This was your home, wasn’t it?” Hevith asked.

      The other man nodded. “It was. Once. Now I don’t know whether it can be anyone’s home. They have gained too much of a presence here. Those who remain must hide. I would prevent others from suffering the same way, if I could.”

      “You aren’t able to fight.”

      “I am one of the Chosen,” Morad said.

      Hevith looked at him a long moment. “From what I’ve seen, you haven’t been able to access your full connection in quite some time.”

      Morad looked over at Hevith, and there was a hint of irritation in his eyes, though Hevith didn’t know if that irritation was directed at him or if it was because of the lack of his ability.

      “I have lost some of my ability. There is still some within me, and I can feel the nature of that power, but I am not able to reach it the way I once was able to do. I can be of assistance, though. I know you fear whether I will be a hindrance to you, but I can assure you I will not be.”

      “I’m sure you will be helpful,” Hevith said. Turning his attention back toward the city, he sheathed his sword. “We should keep moving. The drawing of the inestar is almost too much for me.”

      “You feel it that strongly?” Morad asked.

      Hevith nodded slowly. “It’s how it’s pulling on me. I’ve been feeling it consistently ever since I encountered it in the forest. Now when I close my eyes and focus, I can sense the way it’s directed.”

      “You shouldn’t be aware of it like that,” he said.

      “Why not?” Thirteen asked.

      “It’s not designed to attach to any one individual. The power within it is considerable, but it shouldn’t be quite so connected to you that you would feel its pull the way you describe.”

      Hevith shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you other than I do.” He pointed toward the city. “And it’s down there.”

      Starting down the side of the slope, he hurried forward, moving as quietly as he could. Thirteen followed him, keeping pace, though Morad struggled a little to keep up. He made more noise than either Hevith or Thirteen, and every time he did, Hevith glanced behind him to see what the other man was doing and why he might be making so much noise. There wasn’t anything obvious he could determine from the other man, only that he struggled more than Hevith and Thirteen.

      With each step farther down the ridgeline, the sense of the inestar grew. Once they reached the city, it would be an easy thing to follow and use the awareness of the inestar to guide him.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t take much more than that. If everything worked the way he intended, he’d be able to follow the sense he detected and track it through the city. By the time he found it, he hoped the Hith wouldn’t even know that he was in the city, and then they could grab it and be away before the Hith were aware of what he’d done.

      If everything worked the way he intended.

      When they reached the lowest part of the slope, he looked back upward. It had been hard enough climbing down, and making his way back up the side of the slope would be incredibly difficult, much more than he had anticipated.

      “What is it?” Thirteen asked.

      Hevith pointed. “We aren’t going to be able to come back the way we came.”

      Thirteen frowned, looking up the slope. “I guess not. We’ll have to find another way out of here then.”

      The other way involved them either following the road out and around, veering as if they were going back toward the prison, or to come the way Hevith had when he’d first been brought to the city. From where he now stood, the city spread out before him, stretching on either side with the massive wall surrounding it. To the west was the area where the wagons had brought him and Vard initially, and where Hevith had made his run for safety. He’d succeeded for a little while and had allowed himself to think there might actually be safety within the city.

      “Any other way out will be guarded,” Morad said. Unlike Hevith and Thirteen, he stood tall, staring toward the city, unmindful of the fact that he could be easily seen. “We will need to be ready to fight our way free if we go that way.”

      “We?” Thirteen asked.

      “I will fight however I am permitted.”

      The Firster grunted. “If you say so.”

      “First we need to find the device, then we can worry about getting out.” Even then, there might be other options, but Hevith didn’t want to have to think about them just yet. It might not even matter. With what they were intending, there was a possibility they’d be fighting their way out of the city. “How do we get in?” he asked Morad.

      “The gates will be closed at night,” Morad said.

      “If we try getting in during the daytime, we’re going to draw attention,” Thirteen said, motioning to his clothing and then pointing at the sword.

      “We have to find another way in,” Hevith said.

      “There aren’t any other ways. The wall was built to help protect from the war, and now it serves to keep the people trapped within the city. There isn’t any other way.”

      “There’s always another way,” Thirteen said. When Hevith turned toward him, he shrugged. “Think about the prison. You discovered another way there. We just have to find it.”

      As Hevith thought about it, he remembered something Alicia had told him in the brief time they’d been in the city together. Looking back up the slope, he wondered whether she would have been able to help were she in the condition to do so.

      “There’s another way in and out of the city,” he said.

      “How do you know?” Morad asked. “I know this city well. There was only the gate. It’s well protected at night. The only time we would be able to find a way into the city would be during the daylight.”

      “Alicia mentioned another way. She said they were trying to sneak people through a different way.” If only he’d had her tell him more, but then Hevith hadn’t expected to come back to Yarshin, and he certainly hadn’t expected to need to break into the city. Now that he was here, feeling the pull of the inestar, the only thing he could think of was getting into the city and then to the device, but he needed to focus on the more immediate task. “We just have to find it.”

      It was too late now to go back and ask. Another thing he should have thought of before rushing down here.

      “How do you intend to find it if they’ve hidden it from the Hith?” Morad asked.

      Thirteen arched a brow before nodding. “He makes a good point.”

      Hevith turned toward the city. “Maybe we’ll have to ask Callah to guide us.”

      If only the god listened. And answered.
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      It had been over an hour, time spent patrolling around the outside of the wall, looking for something that might guide them inside. Hevith believed there was a way inside the wall, though the stone remained smooth—almost perfectly so—and he hadn’t come across anything yet.

      They stopped near the far northern section of the wall. There had been no patrols outside the city, and Hevith knew he should be thankful, but he still felt uncomfortable about how long it had taken to search this single section.

      “We won’t be able to find anything before morning anyway,” Morad said.

      “Even if it takes until morning, we should try to find a way in,” Thirteen said. “It would be better if they don’t know we’re here.”

      “I have a feeling they already know,” Hevith said.

      Morad watched him. “Do you still feel it?”

      Making their way in the darkness had done nothing to ease the sense of the inestar pulling on him. It was on the other side of the wall. As far as Hevith could tell, the device wasn’t moving, so there wasn’t the concern—yet—that they were taking it beyond the city.

      “It’s there. That’s why I suspect they know we’re here.”

      Morad nodded and turned to stare at the wall.

      Thirteen got to his feet. “Why?”

      “I can feel the device, which makes me wonder if they can feel me,” Hevith said. “And if they can, they know we’re here.”

      Thirteen watched him before turning his attention back to the wall and staring at it. Hevith took a deep breath, trying to center himself. In the time they’d been traveling again, he hadn’t been working on finding that center nearly as much as when he’d first started working with Morad. If they were going to find some way into the city through the wall, Hevith would need to uncover the power within him to do so.

      He couldn’t find anything. There was no sense of it, and certainly no sense of Callah. The power didn’t come to him easily, or even on demand. In order to use it in a way that would offer any benefit to them, he would need to find a way to summon that power more effectively.

      “You’re trying again,” Morad said.

      Hevith opened his eyes. The other man stood a pace away, watching him with his arms crossed over his chest. “I’m trying to find a way to focus and center myself.”

      “You’ve been effective with it so far.”

      “Not when I want to. Only when I’m in danger.”

      “Callah wouldn’t allow you to summon power just to protect yourself. There would have to be another focus.”

      “It’s not always when I’m in danger. It’s when I’m worried about others as well. I don’t control it, though. As much as I want to have an understanding of that power and be able to use it on command, I can’t find the focus quickly enough.”

      “If Callah intends for you to use the power, you will be permitted.”

      “Was that what it was like for you?”

      “My trigger was a desire to understand. When I focused on that, clearing everything else from my mind other than that desire to understand, I could find the source of that power. It took many years to be able to summon it easily.”

      “I don’t know if we have many years.”

      “No. I don’t know that we do, either. We must find a way to draw that energy into you. It’s there. We’ve seen it. Now we must find a way to control it.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. Now wasn’t the time to be trying to master this ability. It would have been better had he continued to practice after leaving the forest, but he’d been distracted. First by having the Firsters with them, then by the inestar. Even now, feeling the draw of the inestar, the awareness of it, left him wondering if it was safe to reach for that power. If he pulled on that power—and if he were able to reach it—there was a danger in whether or not he would be drawn by the inestar and whether the Hith would recognize he was there.

      “I thought I’d be able to use it to help us find a way in.”

      “You still might.”

      Hevith shook his head. “I haven’t been able to summon it. I don’t know that it makes sense to keep trying.”

      Getting to his feet, he looked along the wall. It was enormous, stretching around the entirety of the city. From this position, it seemed impossible that they would find any way into the city from here. Perhaps Morad was right—they should wait until morning, even if it meant they would try heading into the city dressed as they were and armed with weapons stolen from the Hith.

      “We should—”

      He cut off when he heard voices.

      Thirteen jerked his head around, unsheathing his sword in a quick movement. Hevith did the same, ready for whatever might be coming at them out of the dark.

      The sound of voices didn’t come again.

      Thirteen edged closer to him. “I’m sure of what I heard.”

      “I heard it too.”

      “It came from back there,” he said, motioning toward the section of the wall where they’d been before.

      “I know.”

      Thirteen met his eyes. “If there’s someone out here, we can’t have them sneaking up on us.”

      Hevith understood. “We should go then.”

      He started forward, heading toward the gate.

      “You’re going toward the voices?” Morad hissed.

      “Quiet!” Thirteen snapped. “We have to head toward them to avoid them. If we know where they are, then we have a better chance of being able to stay ahead of them.”

      Hevith had already moved a few steps ahead of them. The power he needed always seemed to come from a desire to protect others, and it came without him doing anything. In this case, there was no desire to protect others. It was just about protecting himself. If it came down to it, would Callah answer and provide the magic he needed?

      A few more steps, and a shape appeared in the darkness ahead of him.

      He stiffened, pushing himself against the wall. It was dark, and thankfully mostly moonless, which made it so they weren’t as visible as they would be otherwise.

      Thirteen slid along the wall, joining Hevith. “How many?”

      “I only see one, but for there to have been voices…”

      Thirteen nodded. He slipped past Hevith, moving forward. He did so far more quietly than Hevith would have managed, keeping his body pressed up against the wall, holding his sword ready.

      Hevith couldn’t let Thirteen do it all on his own.

      He joined the Firster.

      Hopefully, he could move as quietly as Thirteen, but he didn’t know whether he did. His breathing sounded so loud in his ears, and every so often his heart would hammer more wildly, leaving him afraid that whoever was out here would detect him.

      If there were Hith, he had to be prepared for the possibility they would use their strange magic on them. Without having access to his own power, Hevith wasn’t sure whether he’d be able to escape what they would do. Would the sword slice through the strange vines of darkness without having the light of Callah?

      Perhaps it didn’t matter.

      With Thirteen leading them, they had someone who was accustomed to fighting. He would be able to keep them safe if it came down to it.

      Three figures suddenly appeared in front of them.

      None had curved swords, though all were armed.

      Soldiers, not Hith.

      Hevith darted forward before they had a chance to react. Thirteen joined him.

      He swept his blade around, and at the last second, twisted the edge so he would slap the nearest man on the side of the head with the flat of the blade. A disabling blow, not a killing one.

      The man crumpled.

      Hevith twisted, turning to the next before Thirteen could attack, and did the same. The man fell as his partner had.

      That left only one.

      Thirteen had already attacked. His sword slid into the man’s belly, sinking all the way through him. The man sunk to the ground. In the faint light of the night, Hevith could make out the surprise on his face.

      “Why did you leave these two alive?” Thirteen whispered, holding his sword above one man’s neck. “The moment they come around, they’re going to make noise.”

      “We can get answers.”

      Thirteen grunted. “It’s my experience soldiers like this don’t have answers.”

      Hevith looked at the men. They were a little older than him, but neither of them had the dark and dangerous appearance he’d seen from the Hith. One was about the same size as Hevith, while the other…

      “Their clothes,” Hevith said.

      Thirteen glanced over at him. “What about them?”

      “We need a way into the city. We can be soldiers.”

      “That’s dangerous,” Morad said, approaching and holding his hands clasped in front of him. “Soldiers are only permitted to move within certain spaces of the city. If you intend to go after this device—”

      “It’s likely going to be someplace the soldiers can go,” Hevith said.

      He started to peel the jacket from the man who was his size. When he had it free, he worked on the shirt and then pants. They were stiff and stunk of the now nearly naked man, but they were far less tattered than what he’d been wearing.

      Hevith pulled his clothes back onto the man. When Thirteen looked at him askance, he tipped his head to the wall. “You were concerned about how it would appear. Now they’re escaped prisoners. Nothing else.”

      “Until they start talking. It would be better to kill them and be done with it.”

      Hevith sighed. Maybe that would be for the best, but he couldn’t help but think there had to be a different way. This might be war, but in the short time that he’d been a part of it, he’d seen far more killing than he had ever wanted.

      “Do what you need,” Hevith said, turning away.

      “What about me?” Morad asked.

      Hevith pointed to the dead soldier. “He’s about your height.”

      “There’s a stab wound to his belly.”

      “Hide it,” Hevith said.

      He headed along the wall, only glancing back when he reached it. Thirteen had dressed the other soldier in his clothing, but then had stabbed both men, leaving them bleeding out in the night.

      It felt as if they were no different than the guards who had been with them. Those guards had been willing to be brutal, to turn the prisoners into something they were not, to try to dehumanize them. Was that going to be their fate?

      It wasn’t what Hevith wanted for himself. Not what he wanted for anyone.

      Vard’s words drifted back to him. He’d called him decent. Told him he had a good heart.

      It was times like these when he wasn’t sure whether that was true or not. It was times like these when he believed the only thing decent about him had died when his family had been lost.

      “Now they’re nothing more than dead prisoners,” Thirteen said, joining Hevith by the wall. He pulled on the jacket, wrinkling his nose. “I wish we could have found less foul men to take from.”

      “The less foul men likely have the better assignments,” Hevith said, turning back toward the far end of the wall, curious whether they would be able to get through the gate dressed as they were. They would draw less attention, but there was still danger in their clothing. They would be expected to know where they served—something they most definitely did not.

      “When we find them, I’m taking different clothes.”

      As much as Hevith wanted to argue, the clothing did stink. It might be better to do as Thirteen suggested.

      “We should move,” Hevith said.

      “Where?” Thirteen asked.

      Pointing toward the far end of the wall, he sighed. “If they came out, they’ll likely let them—us—back in. We just have to be willing to go there.”

      Morad dressed more slowly. When Hevith looked toward him, the other man was pulling on his jacket, tugging it down, his mouth pressed together in a look of complete disgust. He wiped his hand along the shirt, smearing the dark blood across it.

      “This will be noticed,” he muttered.

      Thirteen stepped over to him, pulled the jacket tight around him, and buttoned it. “Not like this, it won’t. Now stop making that face, strap on the sword, and let’s get moving.”

      Morad flicked his gaze past Thirteen and to Hevith, as if searching for something Hevith wouldn’t be able to provide. He agreed with Thirteen. They did need to get moving.

      “You can’t bring that sword with you,” Thirteen said to Hevith.

      Hevith glanced down. “Why not?”

      “That’s a Hith blade. You’re not dressed as a Hith. A soldier. Nothing else. You can’t carry one of their blades.”

      He was right. He’d come to appreciate the benefit of having the curved blade, especially when facing the Hith. It seemed as if the sword was a higher quality, enough that the blade didn’t shatter upon impact. The simple steel blades of the soldiers weren’t nearly as well constructed, but they would attract less attention.

      Looking along the wall, he jammed the sword all the way to its hilt into the ground near the wall before taking one of the straight blades.

      “In case we get a chance to grab it after we leave the city,” he said when Thirteen watched him.

      “Do you think that’s somehow better than this?” Thirteen asked, holding up the straight blade.

      “I’ve shattered one of those. Haven’t shattered the Hith sword.”

      They started along the wall, marching carefully. Hevith glanced over at Morad and couldn’t help but feel as if he stood out. Not that Hevith himself blended in much better. It wasn’t that he was a soldier, or that he could even be one—not the way Thirteen fit in, at least—but Morad was far too stiff. Every so often, he would grab at his stomach, as if he were the one who had been injured, making a face as he did.

      “You can’t keep doing that,” Hevith whispered.

      “Doing what?”

      “Looking like you’re disgusted by what you’re wearing. You’re a soldier now. You have to look the part.”

      “He’s too old to look the part,” Thirteen said. “At least dressed like he is.” He stopped, frowning deeply. “I should have thought of that. Someone like him would be more likely to lead.” He looked around him, his gaze scanning the outside of the wall before settling on Morad. “Maybe it would have been better for you to have stayed in your other clothing.”

      “It was as tattered as the rest of ours,” Hevith said.

      “I know, but at least—”

      Something moved and Thirteen shoved Hevith back.

      He stumbled. Thirteen unsheathed his sword and darted back, holding it ready.

      Hevith looked up from the ground, trying to see what had caught Thirteen’s attention. There didn’t seem to be anything, but then he had felt or heard movement. There was something out there.

      Getting to his feet, Hevith unsheathed the sword. It felt somehow less than the curved blade had, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d much rather have the other sword. It gave him a different sense of confidence.

      Morad backed toward the wall, his sword untouched. His eyes were wide, and though there was a faint glow to him, it was so pale as to be almost nonexistent.

      “Get back,” Hevith whispered, darting over to the man.

      “Hith,” Morad said.

      Hevith jerked his head back around. Was that what he’d detected?

      And now Thirteen was facing one of the Hith alone.

      “Stay near the wall. Run if you have no other choice.”

      He’d thought they wouldn’t have to worry about the Hith until they headed into the city. More than that, Hevith had thought he would have been able to detect the Hith, knowing when they approached. Yet this man had snuck up on them without him having any sense of it.

      Moving forward, heading toward Thirteen, he kept his sword ready. This blade didn’t make him feel nearly as confident against one of the Hith, but he needed to do something.

      What he really needed was to be able to find the source of his power.

      If he could focus… then again, how was he to focus now? He saw nothing other than Thirteen making a steady circuit, turning slowly in place. There was no sign of the Hith other than the sense of movement that he’d detected before.

      There wasn’t even a drawing from the inestar. That had changed.

      For all the time they’d been searching, he had felt the inestar, and had been all too aware of it, unable to shake the irritation that lingered within his mind. Now it was gone.

      He would have to figure out what that meant. Perhaps the Hith had discovered some way of masking it from him, but if that were the case, then they would have to know he was searching for it. He didn’t think they did; the most they would know was that he was out there.

      Thirteen stumbled, dropping to the ground. He swept his sword around, and it struck something. Thirteen grunted.

      His sword shattered.

      He wouldn’t be able to fight. Thirteen had come with Hevith, willing to help, and now he would fall before they even managed to get inside the wall of the city?

      Irritation bubbled up within him.

      The sword flashed briefly, pulsing with a pale white light.

      It pushed back the darkness for a moment.

      The Hith stood across from him, sword over Thirteen.

      Hevith launched himself at the Hith.

      There was no thought. Nothing other than his desire to keep Thirteen alive. The Firster didn’t deserve to be attacked like this. He didn’t deserve to fall outside the city. He had suffered, the same way Hevith had suffered.

      Light bloomed along his blade, burning steadily.

      He reached the Hith.

      The Hith turned toward Hevith, sweeping his curved blade in a sharp arc. When it connected with Hevith’s blade, he pushed back, forcing it against the Hith. Power burst from the blade, illuminating the night. It was bright, but if what Mother had said was true, it might be that only those with the potential to use the power of Callah would even be able to see it. That would be for the best.

      He kicked.

      There was no point in fighting fair—if there was such a thing. This was his life. The life of Thirteen. Even the life of Morad, as he stood over by the wall, hiding.

      Hevith’s boot connected with the Hith’s groin and the man grunted, falling forward.

      The strength he’d been pushing outward, the force he’d used against Hevith, faded and the Hith’s sword slipped off.

      Hevith swung the sword around, sweeping it toward the Hith, connecting with his leg. The Hith dropped.

      Pulling back, Hevith prepared to stab but decided against it.

      Instead, he slammed the hilt of the sword into his forehead.

      The Hith crumpled.

      Hevith looked around, spinning in place. While he had the power, he wanted to see if there was anything else out in the night that they had to worry about. They didn’t need another surprise. A single Hith with three soldiers was more than he would have expected, but then they might have known they were coming and used the Hith to try to prevent them from reaching the city.

      “Help me,” he said to Thirteen, grabbing the Hith and dragging him toward the wall. When they reached it, he looked up at Morad. “You too.”

      “What help do you need?” Morad asked.

      “Strip off his clothes. You’re going to wear them.”

      “I am?”

      “He thought you weren’t quite right for the soldier, but one of the Hith…” At least with the Hith, they could have the curved sword. Hevith wouldn’t be able to carry it, but having it nearby would be beneficial. Dressed as one of the Hith, Morad’s strange stiffness wouldn’t stand out as much, either.

      When they had the clothes stripped off him, Hevith began to tear lengths of fabric from Morad’s discarded clothing and used them to bind the Hith. Morad watched him, saying nothing.

      Eventually, Hevith had him tied as securely as he could. He’d used knots his father had taught him. He took a bundle of fabric and shoved it in the Hith’s mouth.

      “This one we should definitely kill,” Thirteen said.

      “They might detect it,” Morad said. “Perhaps it’s best to leave him bound.”

      “This is one of the Hith. We’re not leaving him bound.”

      Hevith studied the Hith. In the growing darkness, now that the sword wasn’t glowing quite as brightly as it had been, the Hith didn’t look like anything other than another of the soldiers. He had dark skin and hair and a long nose. From his travels, Hevith knew a man like this could come from anywhere. They’d had men like this traveling with them.

      All he wanted was a way to understand the war. He didn’t want to fight in it. What he wanted was a way to stop it. That wouldn’t happen easily. Not when there were the Hith, and not when they’d proven so willing to kill.

      Hevith handed over the sword and turned away as Thirteen stabbed him. A burst of energy exploded toward Hevith when the Hith died, washing over him. He tried not to think about what that meant, but worried he’d still somehow alerted the other Hith of what had just happened.

      When the Hith was dead, they started toward the gate. Hevith paused when they neared the far end of the wall and glanced back the way they had come. The bodies weren’t all that visible in the darkness, but when the morning came, they would be far more so. They would have to act quickly.

      At the corner of the wall, he continued on.

      Morad appeared more comfortable in the Hith clothing, but even dressed as he was, there was a certain stiffness to him that Hevith worried would draw the wrong sort of attention. The curved blade as much as anything didn’t look as if it fit, hanging strangely from his waist.

      Hevith hoped they wouldn’t attract notice, but this was the only way in. They could spend most of the night searching, wandering around the wall, and they still might not find another way in. This was what they needed to do in order to get the answers and find the inestar.

      As they neared the gate, a pair of guards looked down from above. Lanterns shone brightly from the gate, illuminating the night. Hevith did his best to maintain a neutral expression, not wanting to call attention to them.

      The gate swung open slowly.

      He started forward, Thirteen at his side and Morad trailing behind them.

      Once they were through the gate, it started to shut.

      Soldiers were in the street in front of them, much more than he remembered when he’d been in Yarshin last.

      He must have slowed, as Morad bumped into him. Hevith hurried onward, glancing briefly at Thirteen.

      “This might have been a mistake,” Thirteen muttered.

      “We’re in now.”

      “We are, but how long before someone notices we don’t belong?”

      Hevith continued along the street, passing a pair of soldiers. So far, they were all soldiers, none Hith, which troubled him. Here they were marching through the streets with one of the Hith. That would call attention to them.

      “Just keep moving,” Hevith whispered.

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      They neared the end of the street and prepared to turn when a shout called out behind them.

      Hevith hesitated before nodding to Thirteen.

      “It sounds like someone noticed,” he said.

      With that, they took off running.
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      The garden had grown in the last week. Now, with the elaron feeding it, it had a sense of life and a vibrancy that I didn’t remember from when I had last walked through it. So much had changed here, and I could feel the energy of it, turning this place of torment into something else.

      Now there were people who walked through it, pausing in front of brightly colored flowers worked into beds, leaning forward and sniffing the flowers, or simply walking through and searching for something. Many were people who had suffered in the attacks, though not all. There were some like Erich who had come later.

      I stood in the middle of it all. From here, I couldn’t see either the wall or the fortress. It was almost as if I were in some new place, as if the garden had created something different. Yet the sense of peace so many others seemed to find by coming here eluded me.

      “What do you think?”

      I turned slowly toward Chanerl. Even he was dressed differently, a robe of pale blue flowing around him. His hands showed the dirt from his work, and stains on his cheeks suggested that he didn’t mind what he’d done as he worked through this.

      “It’s quite beautiful,” I said.

      He smiled broadly and turned, motioning toward the nearest flower bed. “I’m surprised at how powerfully the flowers grow here. They need only the slightest touch from the elaron, and then they burst with color.”

      Though he might be surprised, I was not. I’d seen the way the elaron could be used to help heal, and what was stimulating growth but something similar?

      “Are all of these harvested from around here?” I asked.

      “Most, though we’ve been spending more time venturing farther from the palace each day to find others. In time, we think we should be able to begin breeding and then…” He shook his head and turned toward me. “I shouldn’t get so far ahead of myself. With what we’ve gone through over the last few years, it’s a blessing for most of us to be able to have this time. We’ve been able to finally find a home for ourselves.”

      A home. That was how people were increasingly seeing this place, though with what I’d discovered in the walls beneath the fortress, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more sinister about it. Then again, I also struggled to let go of what had happened here. What had still been happening, all these years later.

      We needed answers, and increasingly, I thought we weren’t going to find them here.

      “You’ve done an amazing job,” I said.

      There wasn’t anything more that I could say. I didn’t want to deter them from what they had been doing, not wanting the gardeners to feel as if their efforts were unnecessary. Many people obviously seemed to be taking significant value from what they had created. That was enough. That would have to be enough.

      “When do you think you’ll move from here?” Chanerl asked.

      I’d been so focused on what we were doing, and figuring out whether there was anything I might be able to determine about what the Trilan intended, I hadn’t considered the next step.

      That was a mistake.

      I needed to take the time to better understand what we might do now that we’d settled here. The fortress would need defending, but this was never the end point. This had been a stop along the way, one where I had begun to uncover something about myself again, but never one where I had planned on remaining.

      “I haven’t fully decided,” I answered, looking all around.

      “I’m sure you’ll find the others aren’t in much of a hurry. We don’t mind taking our time here. There is something relaxing about it now that we’ve started to make it our own.”

      I nodded absently, still scanning the inside of the yard. “Thank you for all you’ve done here,” I said to him before heading along the path leading toward the entrance into the yard.

      When I reached it, I stared down the road. Were I to take the road, eventually it would lead to Yarshin, and from there all the way back into lands the Hith had started to influence once again. We’d removed that influence for so long, but now that it had returned, I wasn’t sure what it would take to vanquish it again. Time. Fighting. Bloodshed. Loss. All the things it had taken for us to succeed before.

      I lost track of how long I stood gazing out into the distance. I detected nothing ahead of me, though I didn’t put much effort into it.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked as he approached.

      I glanced over at him. “Just wistful thinking, I suppose.”

      One hand rested on his sword, the tension in him unrelenting ever since we’d opened up the wall and had found the dead Hith. “About what?”

      “Many things.” I turned back toward the yard. From here, it looked even more peaceful with the flowers growing all throughout the yard, the way the gardeners had organized everything giving it a sense of relaxation. “Maybe it’s nothing more than coming back to this place, but I can’t help feeling everything we’ve done over the years has been useless.”

      “Don’t tell all those we’ve lost that their death was useless.”

      “How were they not?”

      “The Hith were defeated for a time. We bought ourselves peace, and the Jahor had begun to believe we could live out our lives without struggling. Without fighting.”

      “All of that was useless.”

      Coldan grunted. “When we first met, what did you think of me?”

      I arched a brow at him. “When we first met, I thought you wanted to kill me.”

      Coldan shrugged. “And I might have. It would have been a mistake, but I wouldn’t have known that at the time. All I would have known was that you were someone who tried to throw off the structure we maintained.”

      “You didn’t maintain it. The structure was forced on you.”

      “Forced on all of us, but still forced. We did what we did because of our mission, but even in that, we didn’t think we had much of a chance at success. Many of us had lost hope. We were willing to stay here, to keep the inestar hidden, mostly because we thought it was better for our people.”

      “Then I made the mistake of breaking us out.”

      Coldan looked over at me, holding my gaze. “You gave us something that we didn’t have at the time. Even those of us who thought we knew what we needed to do. Because of you, we found a reason to hope. Something to believe in.” His gaze drifted toward the yard, and I could almost see his mind traveling back to the way the yard had been. Coldan had been trapped in the yard even longer than I had, and his time there had changed him in ways that I could not even imagine. “Without you and what you asked of us, I’m not sure we would have ever been able to find a way to truly keep the inestar safe. What happened was meant to happen. It set off what needed to happen.”

      Through all the years I’d known him, Coldan had never lost his faith. That was one side of him that I appreciated, though it was a side he preferred to keep hidden. He viewed his faith as a weakness, whereas I viewed it as a strength. Not many who still celebrated Callah maintained the same faith.

      There was a part of me that loved the idea that what had happened to us had been meant to happen. It was difficult to believe most of the time, and even more difficult to accept that we were ever destined to have suffered the way that we did, but if I hadn’t done what I had all those years ago, we wouldn’t have escaped the prison. We wouldn’t have found our people. We wouldn’t have pushed back the Hith. And we wouldn’t have enjoyed even a brief period of peace.

      “Is it worth it?” I asked softly.

      “Is what worth it?”

      “The fighting. The dying.”

      “Only you can answer that for yourself, but think about what everyone else has been through here, Hevith, and I think you’ll know the answer.”

      “I’ve been trying to think about what everyone has been through, but even as I do, I can’t decide whether they would be happier hiding or facing what we must face.”

      “Why does it have to be one or the other?” Coldan shook his head and turned behind him before motioning toward the garden. “There are some who were never meant to fight. They might be able to when the time comes, but that’s not the gift Callah gave them. There are others who can fight. Some who want to fight. That’s what he gave them. And then there’s you.”

      “What about me?”

      “You have the ability to bridge the two.”

      I inhaled deeply and noticed a hint of the floral fragrance to the air that mixed with the scent of the trees near me. “You’ve grown wise over the years.”

      Coldan smiled. “There was a time I would have said it came from you.”

      “Not anymore?”

      “I thought you needed to find yourself again, but I don’t know if that’s it or not. It might be that you need to accept yourself.”

      “I’ve accepted myself. I recognize who I am and who I must be.”

      “Not the Volatar, though even in that, you never fully embraced it. No. What you need to do is accept who you’ve become. You have a different power now, but maybe that’s what Callah needs from you. Or maybe it’s why we still need to go to the tu’alan.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that. We probably still did, though what if that was what the Trilan wanted? There was power with those people in the north. “I haven’t fought that power.”

      “You fight using the ne’rash.”

      “I think we both know I’ve used that power more than I should.”

      Coldan chuckled. “You make my point. You’ve used it, and I think I’ve cautioned you against doing so, but maybe that has been wrong. What if you need to use it? What if that’s the only thing that will bring us to safety?”

      “If that’s the case, then we’re in trouble.”

      “Only if you can’t find a way to control it.”

      I didn’t have an answer, but then, I didn’t have the sense from him that he wanted me to have an answer. What we needed was to master some way of unifying the powers I could access. Until I could do so, then I wouldn’t be much of a threat to the Trilan.

      Sighing deeply, I looked over at him. “We need to have a plan for after all of this is done. The others are planning on staying here.”

      “And you don’t think we can.”

      “I don’t know if I can. The others might be able to remain here, but every time I see the yard, those memories flash back to me. I try to push them out of my head, but…”

      “Think of them differently.”

      “What?”

      “Those memories. Think of them differently.” He shrugged. “When I think back to that time, I don’t think of the starvation or the danger or the fear that I might die. Those memories are there, but there’s something else mixed in. That place is where we met. Maybe we did so in a way that I would change if I could go back, but that’s still where we met. Good came out of it. That’s what I hold on to.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re still teaching me, Coldan.”

      “I’m trying to help in whatever way I can.”

      There were memories here, but I could control what reaction I had to those memories. If I let myself be trapped by thoughts of how awful that time had been, then everything that I remembered from that time would be awful. There had been some good that had come out of it. Much good, in fact.

      Hevith Alaster had gone into that prison. The person who would become the Volatar had emerged. It had changed the nature of the war.

      I had been willing to fight. I had been willing to take on the Hith. And I had no longer feared the way I had before.

      That mattered.

      What happened then had mattered.

      The advice was so simple, and so similar to the kind of advice I’d given to those learning from me, that it was a wonder I needed to hear it. More than that, it was a wonder it had to come from Coldan. Then again, were anyone going to give me advice, it would be best received from him.

      “I don’t know how to stop what he plans,” I said.

      “You faced him here twice. That’s more than he’s faced us in all the time we’ve known of him. There has to be some reason for that.”

      “I thought so as well, but we’ve only found the remains of the Hith, nothing more than that.”

      “Then we have to keep looking. I’ll search around the fortress while you keep looking within it. See what you can learn. Whatever reason he had in choosing this place must be here.”

      “I know there has to be something. It’s just the finding of it eludes me,” I said.

      “Only because you won’t embrace all of your potential,” Coldan countered.

      “We both know what happens when I do.”

      “We don’t know that. All we know is that you have power that others do not. You have power the Hith don’t. Power even the Vicenz don’t.”

      Coldan was right. I would have to draw out the Trilan. Then I needed to defeat him.

      It would need to be more than defeating him and pushing him from this place. I needed to know more about the Trilan, know more about why he was here and what he might be able to do. I needed to know what it would take to push the fighting to him.

      That would be how we would keep our people safe.

      “Why did you come find me?” I glanced over at Coldan. He scratched at his neck, looking away. “It was more than you recognizing I needed one of your chats.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “You don’t need to be bothered by it. I can see that now.”

      “Bothered by what? The last time you hesitated sharing something with me, there was a series of bodies involved.” I turned to him. “Don’t tell me it’s the same.”

      He held my gaze. “Not quite the same.”

      “Which means it is. Show me.”

      “I’m not sure you need to see this.”

      “Because you don’t know if I’m in the right frame of mind?”

      “Yes.”

      I smiled at him. “You’re doing better. There was a time when you wouldn’t have tried to protect me from myself.”

      “That’s all I’ve been doing these days.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I frowned at him. “That’s not all you’ve been doing.”

      “Perhaps not all, but I’ve been doing more of it than what I would prefer.”

      Tapping my foot, I nodded. “Are you going to show me or are you going to make me go look for this myself?”

      “Hevith…”

      “Fine.”

      I started toward the forest, heading the way that he’d led me before, though I had no idea if that was even where these bodies would be found. I couldn’t shake the troubled thoughts that there would be more bodies to discover. Whatever the Trilan intended with them was beyond my understanding.

      “Damn you,” Coldan said, slipping past me and motioning for me to follow. “You aren’t going to find anything that way.”

      “Then where is it?”

      Saying nothing, Coldan started off, veering off but still into the forest. I followed, saying nothing. We walked a while in silence, taking a path he seemed to know existed, but not one that I was able to make out clearly. I had a sense of the fortress behind us, so I suspected I’d be able to guide myself back were we to get separated, but even in that I wasn’t completely confident.

      We reached a small clearing.

      As we approached, the stench drifted toward me. It was similar to what I’d smelled in the walls, but at least this was less concentrated. Still horrible, and I tried to ignore it, wrinkling my nose.

      The last place like this Coldan had brought me to had three bodies. We had uncovered five in the palace walls.

      There were a dozen here.

      All of them dried out.

      They looked as if they’d been dead a long time, but when I approached, I pushed out elaron, using what I could of that power to see if there was anything I might be able to determine about them. There was something there, though it was faint. It resembled what I had detected before, and I pushed on it carefully.

      “These weren’t here last week,” Coldan said.

      I looked over at him, frowning. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve swept through the forest myself. It doesn’t take long. Besides, these places have a certain feel to them.”

      “Places?”

      He nodded. “There are others.”

      “Are they new as well?”

      He nodded again.

      At first, I’d thought the bodies were arranged in a circle, but that didn’t seem to be the case. There was a pattern to them, and several had interlocking body parts, which suggested the arrangement was significant, but there wasn’t anything else about them that I could determine.

      Letting the elaron wash over them didn’t help, either.

      There was something within it, though it was faint.

      Could they hold ne’rash power?

      They didn’t look to be Hith, though I had uncovered others who had similar power and didn’t serve the Hith.

      There was always another possibility.

      I had mentioned the great powers to Coldan, and that was because there were great powers in the world. The ne’rash and elaron were only aspects of them. Ever since first encountering the Trilan, I had suspected there were other powers that existed, though I hadn’t seen anything to confirm that belief.

      Could that be what these were?

      Coldan remained near one of the bodies. It was smaller than most of the others. Younger, most likely. I tried not to think of what horrors they must have gone through as they died. At least the older ones would have had the chance to live out their lives.

      “I thought there was an element of power here,” he said softly, sweeping his gaze around. “When I first came, I could feel that power, though I didn’t know what it represented, only that there was a sense of something here.” He unsheathed his sword, and the blade glowed softly. “There hasn’t been any resistance here, though I feel like there should be, if that makes any sense to you.”

      “It makes sense,” I said.

      “What do you think this represents?”

      As I looked at the bodies, I didn’t have any answers. Only more questions.

      When it came to the Trilan and what he intended next, having nothing other than questions was dangerous.

      “Show me the others,” I said.

      “Are you sure you want to see them?”

      I sighed. “No. But I think I need to.”

      “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the others are worse.”

      “Worse?”

      “The bodies. They look worse than what we’ve seen. The torment,” he said, motioning at the bodies, “is like what we’ve seen, only…”

      I frowned at him. “Only what?”

      He shook his head. “Only more awful.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to see them, but I felt like I had to. “Take me to them.”
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      The massive wall loomed over them. Hevith tried to steady his breathing, but they had been running for the better part of an hour. Each time they slowed, they saw more soldiers and they started running again. They had evaded them so far, but there would come a time when they wouldn’t be able to do so.

      “I haven’t seen anything for a while,” Thirteen said.

      “I haven’t either. We should rest while we can.” Hevith could feel the pull of the inestar drawing on him, the sense of it still calling to him. Yet it felt as if it were no closer than when they had been outside the city. Now that they were here, there wasn’t anyplace he thought he’d be able to go.

      “We should find a way to change,” Morad said. “These clothes call attention to us.”

      “These clothes will be the only way we’re able to walk in the streets,” Hevith said.

      They hadn’t seen anyone else out in the streets. There had been soldiers, but none of the regular citizens of Yarshin.

      That surprised him. In most cities, there was activity, even late into the night. Especially a city like this, one where there was nothing around for quite a distance. There would be significant trade that would bring people to the city, but if they had come for trade, there was no sign of them.

      The city was much like he remembered. Rows of shops occupied many of the streets, and on others were small two-story homes that crammed close together. In the dark night, with barely any streetlight to see by, he could make out the outlines of the buildings and the shops, but not much more. Slate roofs angled up and Hevith looked toward them, wondering if they might be able to better move by climbing along the rooftops like thieves.

      “Where do you detect it?” Thirteen asked.

      “It’s still quite a ways from here,” he answered.

      “Are you sure?”

      Hevith nodded. “I’ve tried to focus on it. Each time we turn, it seems we’re pushed farther from it.”

      “Do you think they’re responsible for pushing you away?”

      Hevith hadn’t considered that, but it made sense. If they knew he was here, it was possible they would be trying to drive him from the inestar.

      They would have to be more careful.

      Hevith closed his eyes and focused on the irritant in the back of his mind. That was the only way he had of describing it, and it was an irritant, an itch that prevented him from focusing on using the rest of his abilities, such as they were.

      That feeling remained with him, burning faintly in the back of his mind. As he held on to it, focusing on it, he could feel the energy of it and how it tried to pull at him.

      They had maneuvered in such a way as to avoid the soldiers, but now that they were here, they needed to keep moving and following the sense of the inestar. Find it, take it, then leave. That was all he wanted to do.

      Hevith opened his eyes and looked down the street. It was full dark. The moon had started to peek out from behind a thick bank of clouds, giving a little more light to see by, though still not that much. He could make out buildings. Mostly homes, from their appearance. None of it was familiar from his brief time here, though he hadn’t expected it to be.

      He turned to Morad. “Do you know where we are?”

      Morad nodded slowly. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here, but I recognize this part of the city.”

      “What is it about this part that you recognize?”

      “There were parts of the city that were more friendly to the Jahor than others. This was one of them.”

      Could that be why they’d been driven here? Was it to force them to reveal other Jahor? They wouldn’t know how to find any of the other Jahor, so if that were the case, then it would backfire. The only person Hevith thought he would be able to find would be Mel, and her home would have been back near the gate. That was if she was still active in the city. He didn’t know if something had happened to her.

      “If there are sympathizers here, we could check with them,” Thirteen said.

      “That’s what they would want us to do,” Hevith said.

      They needed to avoid doing exactly what the Hith wanted of them. If the Hith thought they would try to find Jahor sympathizers, they would need to go a different direction, though he didn’t know what direction that would be.

      Looking around the street, there was still no further movement. Nothing that would suggest soldiers were still after them.

      “How long has it been since we’ve seen any of them?” Hevith asked.

      “I doubt we’re safe already,” Thirteen said.

      “Not that we’re safe, but…” He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more that they needed to be doing. They should be moving, not staying here, and certainly not waiting for the soldiers to decide what they wanted to do with them.

      At the same time, he didn’t want to fight anymore. There were too many soldiers in the city, and they wouldn’t be able to fight their way free of them. With all the soldiers here—and the Hith—there would have to be someplace the Jahor had gone to hide.

      That was what they had to find.

      And that was likely what the soldiers and the Hith wanted from them.

      Hevith didn’t know what they were to do. The only thing he could think of was that they had to keep moving before they were caught.

      Or find a place where they could get help.

      There was only one place like that he knew of.

      He’d wanted to avoid leading the Hith to the Movras, but maybe he didn’t have any choice.

      “We need to find Mel,” he said softly.

      “Who’s Mel?” Thirteen asked.

      “She’s a woman I met when I was here. She had a position within the city—”

      “You mean Melahn Oshumea?” Morad asked.

      He’d never heard her full name. “Is she the Movras?” The word felt strange to say, but when he’d been here, the people had respected her position.

      “How do you know her?”

      “She’s the one I found when I first came to the city. She nursed me to health when I’d been attacked getting in.”

      Morad pressed his lips together in a tight line, bringing his hands up together. “Did she recognize you at the time?”

      “Recognize me?”

      “As Jahor.”

      Hevith shrugged. “I suspect she did. She helped me. I went with her when she was trying to help others and… Why?”

      “She should not have revealed herself. You are an outsider. You shouldn’t have known she was the Movras.”

      “What is this Movras?” Thirteen asked.

      “Within the Jahor of Yarshin, she sits as something of a spiritual leader. None of the Jahor know how to find her. She appears when needed. That he would have been with her is surprising.”

      That explained Mel’s surprise when Alicia had found her. She wouldn’t have expected someone to have discovered her.

      “Can you still find her?” Morad asked.

      “I don’t know. I know where she was when she was still here, but I don’t know if that’s where she’ll still be. When I was betrayed, Mel might have been as well.”

      “She would not have betrayed the Movras.”

      “She didn’t have any trouble betraying me.”

      “You aren’t one of us. You aren’t from the city. She would have had no reason not to betray you, especially if she felt that she wasn’t betraying one of the Jahor.”

      That might have been Alicia’s justification. At the time, Hevith had no idea about his identity, other than that he’d been captured and nearly enslaved. Mel had brought him back to health, and he suspected she had seen something about him that suggested he had a way of reaching for the power of Callah, but she hadn’t said anything about it at the time.

      “If you know where to find her…”

      Thirteen gave Morad an appraising stare. “How does he know whether you can be trusted going to her?”

      “I would not betray the Movras.”

      “We don’t know that. For all we know, that was how you were captured.”

      “You don’t understand the city. It’s not like your home.”

      “My home was destroyed.”

      Silence greeted the words.

      “In Yarshin, the Movras gives blessings, and when she does, she offers the protection of Callah. None of the Jahor would betray her.”

      It was hard for Hevith to know whether that was true or not. It seemed to him that Alicia had been willing to risk finding the Movras, something that Morad seemed to believe was only for the worthy. If she’d been willing to do that, and if she had been willing to betray her, then it was possible that Mel was gone.

      They wouldn’t know without looking for her.

      “Come on,” Hevith said.

      “You’re going to trust Morad with this woman?”

      Hevith looked at Morad. “He won’t betray her. And if he does, he risks angering Callah.”

      Morad paled slightly. “Callah is already angry with me. I would do nothing to anger him further.”

      “See?” Hevith reached the end of the street and looked down either direction. Streetlights gave off a little illumination, but not much. It was enough to make out the buildings on either side of the street, but not much more than the vague shape of them. If he had any way of holding on to the power of Callah, he might be able to push the darkness back better, but there was no threat to him, and therefore there was no way he could pull on that power.

      From what little he could tell, there was no movement either. That might be the most important feature.

      “Which way is the gate?” he asked Morad.

      “Why would you have us go to the gate?”

      “Because that’s what I need to orient myself. Which way?”

      Morad frowned, twisting in place, and pointed. “That direction.”

      Hevith shared a look with Thirteen. The Firster watched Morad with more suspicion than Hevith had. Morad hadn’t been kind to him, and had seemed annoyed by Hevith gaining a connection to Callah, but he didn’t have the sense that Morad would betray them. Plus there was the fact that Mother trusted him. That had to matter.

      Heading forward, Hevith moved quickly, staying to the edge of the street and trying to remain in the shadows. At every intersection, he paused, looking around, but when he saw nothing, he moved onward.

      Many of the homes here were larger than in other sections of the city. Some even had low walls around them, circling the entirety of the buildings. Hevith saw no one else in the streets, something that surprised him. They reached an intersection, and the shops along this street were different than others. For one thing, they were spaced a bit more widely. For another, the signs in front of their shops were much larger, better painted, and more obvious as to the type of wares they sold. A seamstress. A candlemaker. A silversmith. Several others all along this street.

      As his eyes adjusted to the faint streetlight, he glanced over at Thirteen. “Does any of this seem strange to you?”

      “Besides the fact that it seems as if we’re the only ones here?”

      “There’s that, but we’d been chased through the city, and now there’s nothing.”

      “That does trouble me. I worry they’re following us and we simply don’t know it.”

      Hevith hesitated when he reached the end of the street and looked around, searching in all directions.

      “What is it?” Thirteen asked.

      “I’m not sure. I still think we should have seen something by now, considering how we were chased through the streets.”

      “Can you use your power?” Thirteen asked.

      Hevith shook his head. “I’m not sure it works like that.”

      “How does it work?”

      “Not like that.”

      “You could focus,” Morad said, taking a step toward Hevith. He was two paces farther into the street, and therefore much more visible than either Hevith or Thirteen. “Use what you can of your concentration. Find a way to focus and draw upon that. When you do, you will be able to reach for Callah.”

      “The way you do?” Thirteen whispered.

      It was harsh, but there was some truth in it. Morad tried to give Hevith advice on how to reach for the power that he no longer could access.

      “The way I once did. That I no longer can is not the point.”

      “It seems to me that it should be the point,” Thirteen said. “If you could reach that power, then you might be able to help. Why can’t you?”

      “Now isn’t the time,” Hevith said, stepping between the two men. He had to push them apart, mostly because Thirteen had pressed up against Morad. Hevith half expected him to unsheathe his sword and take a swipe at Morad, but thankfully he didn’t go that far. “I can see if there’s anything I’ll be able to focus on,” he said to Morad. Turning to Thirteen, he frowned. “And Morad has helped me try to understand the nature of this power.”

      “You’ve not done it consistently,” Thirteen said.

      “Not consistently,” Hevith agreed.

      “Doesn’t that strike you as strange?” Thirteen asked.

      “Callah calls each of us in different ways,” Morad said.

      “I wasn’t talking to you.” He looked at Hevith, meeting his gaze. “All of this is strange. You shouldn’t have to scramble to understand this power from those who already have it. There has to be a way to teach it.”

      “Morad taught it.”

      “Then he’s not doing a good job with you.”

      “As I said—”

      “I know what you…” Thirteen suddenly tensed, spinning in place and looking around. This time, he did unsheathe.

      The suddenness of the movement startled Hevith and he copied it, withdrawing his sword and readying it, though he didn’t see anything. Then again, there were things he couldn’t see that were dangers.

      “What was it?” he whispered.

      “Don’t know.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Get him out of the street.”

      Hevith grabbed Morad and pushed him up against the wall. The other man stiffened when Hevith pushed, but relaxed when he reached the building. “Stay put. We don’t know what’s out there.”

      Sweeping his gaze along the street, Hevith searched for anything that would indicate what Thirteen had heard and seen, but there was nothing. Whatever it had been wasn’t enough to draw his attention.

      “Keep moving,” he whispered to Thirteen.

      The Firster nodded and started off.

      When he did, Hevith stayed where he was. He focused on Thirteen, on his desire to ensure the other man’s safety, and thought about what it would take to do so.

      The sword started to glow softly.

      It was going to be difficult to master his connection to power if it required the people he was with to be in danger before he’d be able to use it. The fact that he’d managed to call upon that power now didn’t necessarily surprise him, but it did surprise him how quickly it arrived.

      “Come on,” Hevith said, grabbing Morad and pulling him along the street.

      Morad came almost reluctantly. His eyes were wide as he followed, and Hevith realized that he didn’t seem to even notice the way the sword was glowing.

      “Can you see it when I’m calling on power?” he asked Morad. They had reached another intersection. Thirteen was a few paces ahead of him, searching for movement but not proceeding out into the street.

      “I can feel a sense of power, not see it.”

      “Has it always been that way for you?”

      “As I said, now is not the time to get into the details of my ability.”

      “That wasn’t the reason for my question. Has your connection to power changed in any way?”

      Morad glanced over at him, but again, his gaze didn’t linger on the sword. Not the way Hevith would have were their situations reversed. The light now coming off the blade was steady and consistent, and it pushed back some of the darkness along the street. Not all of it, but enough that Hevith thought he could more easily see where he was going.

      “The sense of power has changed with my ability to reach it.”

      Hevith had a sense that it was difficult for Morad to admit that, much like he suspected Morad didn’t want to acknowledge that Hevith was able to reach for power. “Do you feel anything now?”

      Morad tipped his head off to the side, as if he were trying to listen. “Nothing. Do you think there are Jahor nearby?”

      “I don’t know anymore,” Hevith said, turning away from Morad.

      He hurried forward, reaching Thirteen. The Firster glanced over, frowning, and when he did, it almost seemed as if his gaze did linger just a moment on the sword.

      “I still haven’t noticed anything,” Thirteen said.

      “Neither have I.”

      They turned the corner and he looked along the street. Still no movement.

      With as far as they had traveled, he was troubled by the fact that there was nothing else out in the street. Still, he could feel the inestar, though the sense of it was distant. It seemed to be on the opposite side of the city.

      “Do you see the gate?” he whispered to Thirteen.

      The Firster shifted his feet, standing up taller for a moment and scanning the street. “I think it’s that way,” he said, pointing along one street, “though to be honest, I got turned around as we ran through the city. Now I don’t really know.”

      The wall was the only thing Hevith could think of following. If they were able to trace along the wall, they might be able to find the gate.

      “Why don’t you ask him?” Thirteen asked, pointing at Morad.

      Morad stood several paces behind them, still standing tall, his hands clasped in front of him. He looked along the streets, his eyes wide, an awkwardness to him. But there was something else that Hevith noticed, though he wasn’t able to place it. Almost an eagerness, though an eagerness for what?

      “Do you feel anything when I’m drawing on power?” he asked Thirteen.

      “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      “Do you?”

      “I’m not blessed the way you and the others are.”

      “I don’t think that’s true. You might not be able to control it yet, but I think there’s some power within you. There has to be.”

      “Why would there have to be?”

      “You were imprisoned the same as me. They wanted you because they thought that you had access to power.”

      “They also didn’t know we had the inestar. They aren’t all-knowing, Hevith.”

      “Maybe not.” He glanced behind him. Was Morad listening? He had his head tipped to the side as if he were, but it was difficult to tell from his expression. “It’s more about what I saw when we were fighting. You and the others. Your swords started to glow when we were taking on the Hith.”

      “That was your power.”

      “Maybe it was, or maybe it was yours responding to what I was doing.”

      He grunted. “Even if that were possible, I can’t do anything like the others. I’m not sure I would want to.”

      “You don’t want the power of Callah?”

      “What for? It doesn’t seem like that power has done anything other than cause trouble. All I want is to finish this damn war so I can rest.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. “You didn’t answer my initial question.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Whether you can sense anything when I’m using it.”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes I think there’s a strange reflection off your blade. Is that what you mean?”

      Hevith smiled. “That’s—”

      There was a hint of movement.

      Hevith spun.

      When he did, seven people suddenly appeared out of the shadows.

      All were armed with curved blades.
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      Hevith took a step back, readying his sword, holding it against him. If there was a right time to be able to call upon the power of Callah, now would be it. He needed to offer protection to the others with him, and he wasn’t sure he could do so without that power.

      Seven. All Hith, by the look of their blades.

      Fear began to build. Not only for himself, but for the others he wouldn’t be able to help.

      There was no darkness around them, though. Not the way there had been from the other Hith they’d faced. If they were Hith, and he suspected they had to be, given the way they’d snuck up on them, they were easily outnumbered. Thirteen was skilled, and Hevith already had a hint of power surging through his sword, but that wouldn’t be enough.

      Morad surprised him.

      He suddenly withdrew his sword, the curved blade gleaming, and held it out. There was a hint of color along the blade, just a little, but enough that Hevith thought the other man was drawing upon his connection to Callah.

      And here he’d allowed himself to question him. He should have known better. Morad had been through as much as all of them. He’d suffered in the prison. He’d been beaten. Attacked by the Hith. And he’d lost his connection to Callah at some point. That was enough to know that the other man had suffered enough.

      The seven around them hesitated.

      That was the break Thirteen needed.

      He leaped forward.

      Thirteen flowed from movement to movement, his sword carving through the Hith.

      Hevith could only watch.

      Thirteen danced, his swordwork a movement of skill and finesse, a powerful connection. He struck Hith after Hith, pushing them back.

      There was speed and power to his movements.

      Hevith couldn’t do anything quite like that.

      What he did have was violence. The fear he’d felt now shifted, turning to anger that filled him.

      He lunged forward.

      Morad joined them.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Hevith said.

      “There are too many for the two of you,” he answered. His sword seemed to glow a little more brightly, enough that Hevith felt invigorated by the idea that perhaps Morad had found a way to center himself. If all it took was for the other man to need to help, then perhaps Hevith could be responsible for restoring his ability.

      He focused on the two in front of him. They were older. One had dark hair, dark skin, and his curved sword swept in compact arcs as he attacked. Hevith waited for the shadowy attack he’d experienced before, but there was nothing. The other attacker had shortly cut hair, a lean face, and moved with a slippery sort of grace.

      Movement behind him caught his attention.

      Hevith spun, sweeping his blade outward.

      There were more Hith. All of them carried the curved blades. All of them were dressed similarly, though the gray of their jackets wasn’t quite what he’d seen on the Hith they’d fought in the forest.

      Too many.

      It forced Hevith and Thirteen to fight back to back. Morad stayed ahead, holding on to the sword and swinging it from side to side. His attack was strangely effective, and one of the Hith had already fallen to the ground in front of him.

      Dark tendrils swirled toward them.

      “There are too many of them,” Hevith said.

      “Then we fight as long as we can.”

      Was that what he wanted?

      He didn’t want to fight and lose Thirteen, a man who’d already suffered too much, who had lost his family, his home, and was on the verge of losing his people. Everything that he’d known. The Firster had fought alongside Hevith, had come with him because he wanted to try and do something more, and had offered himself, knowing the dangers involved with what they were doing.

      Then there was Morad. It seemed that he might have finally rediscovered his connection to Callah, but the longer he pushed outward, the more that Hevith wondered if it even mattered. The Hith were too many. Too much power.

      Hevith needed the power to fill him.

      First he had to deal with the tendrils of darkness.

      He swept his sword down.

      When he did, the blade blazed with bright light.

      The only other time he’d seen such bright light was when he’d been fighting in the forest. He carved through the darkness, and the Hith surged.

      They attacked as if they were unleashed. Angry that he had cut through their power.

      He darted forward, using the power of the blade, sweeping it at them.

      An uncontrolled attack.

      That was all he had.

      Not Thirteen. He danced with his sword, pushing back the Hith.

      The Hith turned away, blocking his attack.

      There was no technique in what Hevith did. There was nothing but the urgency, the desire to keep them safe. It was a different desire than he’d felt when he was trying to protect the entirety of the caravan. This was more intimate, but no less important.

      The Hith fell back.

      Was it because of him—or Thirteen?

      He swung the blade around before holding it upright. Light blazed from it.

      Weakness started to fill him.

      Hevith sagged.

      The sword dipped.

      It pointed into the distance, and he thought he noticed shapes out there. Hith shapes.

      “Run,” he said, hoping to get word to Thirteen. “Get back to the others.”

      Someone was there, lifting him.

      Hevith looked over and saw that it was Thirteen. The Firster supported him as he pried him up, keeping contact with him.

      “Don’t give up now,” Thirteen said.

      His voice sounded as if it came from a great distance.

      Hevith held the sword up, letting the power flood out from it.

      “Where’s Morad?”

      Thirteen shook his head. “I don’t know. Gone. I think he disappeared when you did… whatever it is that you’re doing.”

      “You can see it?”

      “You mean the light shining off your sword? I can see it.”

      Hevith managed a smile. He had thought the other man would be able to do so, but having that confirmation lifted him. “I told you.”

      “You told me nothing. Just because you have enough power to light up the night doesn’t mean you should. The only good thing about it is that it seems to be pushing them back. Now I need you to walk.”

      “We can’t leave Morad.”

      “I don’t know where he went. If he was smart, he bolted when you started doing whatever you’re doing.”

      They moved. Hevith’s legs felt heavy, but it was easier to walk with Thirteen dragging him along the street. He had no idea which direction they were heading, only that he let Thirteen guide them. Hevith tried not to think about what it meant that they were leaving Morad behind. The older man had proven himself. He’d stepped up to fight. He had found a hint of Callah.

      They turned a corner and Hevith sagged again.

      The strength in his legs faded.

      Thirteen was there, hoisting him up. “You’ve got to keep moving.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “Then try harder.”

      Hevith grunted and put everything into standing. He noticed the sword was still glowing brightly, though it seemed that the light coming off the blade was less than it had been before. With each passing moment, the light faded just a little more. In time, that light would disappear.

      If they were forced to face more of the Hith, Hevith would need the glowing from the blade. It wasn’t just the power in the blade. It was the light that allowed him to push them back.

      Taking a deep breath, he tried to steady himself, getting back to his feet, and relied less on Thirteen’s support as they made their way along the street.

      “Where are you guiding us?” Hevith asked.

      “You’re looking for the gate.”

      “I was looking for the gate so I could find Mel.”

      “This Movras. Whatever that is.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think that will be near the gate?”

      “I didn’t spend much time in the city. The only directions I knew were from the gate…”

      “And?”

      “There’s an alley near her home,” Hevith said. He had forgotten about that, though he shouldn’t have. That alley was how he had gotten back to her home. That alley was where Alicia had betrayed him. He tried to force his tired mind to focus, to pinpoint where that alley had been, but there wasn’t anything that he could remember. None of the streets were tied to his memories, mostly because he hadn’t spent that much time here. Perhaps had he been here longer…

      Then again, he had thought he would be here longer.

      Thirteen turned, heading toward the wall. Hevith didn’t have it in him to object.

      The sword glowed, though more softly.

      As they walked, it seemed to flicker.

      That couldn’t be good.

      Why would the power in the sword flicker if not for his strength failing him?

      Hevith took a deep breath and tried to push more power into the sword, but he didn’t have that power to give. There might be some strength left within him, but he needed everything he had in order to keep walking. With the fading light of the sword, the darkness of the street around him began to sweep in.

      The darkness might not even be natural.

      “Hith?” he whispered.

      “What was that?”

      Hevith tried to fortify himself enough to speak. His voice needed to be clear enough for Thirteen to make out what he was saying. “Are there Hith around us?”

      “I don’t know. Aren’t you the one connected to some great and mysterious power?”

      “It’s getting weak,” Hevith said.

      “You or the power?”

      “Both.”

      They stopped at the end of the street. Hevith could barely hold up the sword, and as it lowered, he had begun dragging it behind him. He hadn’t been paying any attention to the noise they were making, though it seemed to him that neither had Thirteen.

      A little more strength. That was all he needed.

      He could do that. Not only for him, but for Thirteen. For all the people who counted on him to recover the inestar.

      He had experienced torment within the prison. That had been the torment of the everyday. His near death. The suffering and loss of those he’d cared about. Hevith had to be strong for them.

      The sword glowed a little more brightly.

      He stood upright, leaning on Thirteen, but not as much as he had been.

      “Keep moving,” he whispered.

      Thirteen nodded.

      As Hevith’s own strength returned, he realized how tired Thirteen was. His shoulders were slumped and blood streaked across his cheeks, though it was difficult to know whether that was Thirteen’s blood or someone else’s. His back stooped and he shuffled as he walked, making nearly as much noise as Hevith did, dragging the sword.

      They were a fine pair.

      If the Hith did come across them, neither would be in any shape to fight. Even if they encountered the ordinary soldiers, they wouldn’t be in any shape to fight. What they needed was to find a place to rest.

      There was movement.

      Hevith looked up. His vision was blurred. How long had that been the case? His head felt heavy, though that didn’t seem to be a new development.

      Thirteen stumbled and Hevith reached for him, trying to keep him standing, but he failed. Hevith tumbled after him.

      When he lay there, looking up, a figure loomed toward him. Hevith held the sword up, worried about Thirteen, worried about himself, and power bloomed from the blade.

      It faded then.

      In the sudden darkness, the figure neared. All Hevith saw was a curved blade.
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      There was the feeling of movement, but even that was difficult for Hevith to process. He no longer had the sword, and the darkness around him was too much to fathom, darkness that seemed almost too dark. Hith darkness.

      There was no strength within Hevith to push that darkness away. As much as he might want to fight it off, he simply couldn’t.

      Thirteen had to be somewhere near him, but he didn’t see what they’d done to him. They had separated Hevith from his sword and now they dragged him along the street, pulling him somewhere.

      Toward the Hith.

      That was where he was going. As much as he wanted to fight, there wasn’t any left in him. He’d given everything he had in order to escape from the last fight. They had hoped for safety, but they’d been too slow. Hevith hadn’t been strong enough to protect Morad, and now it seemed that he wasn’t even going to be strong enough to protect Thirteen.

      The movement stopped.

      Hevith tried looking around, but it seemed as if everything was a blur. The darkness made it far more difficult to make anything out than he would have expected. He studied the movement around him, trying to get a sense of where they were, and even how many there were. If they had an opportunity to escape, he was going to have to take it, but he would have to recover enough strength in order to do so. Then he would have to find Thirteen.

      Callah help me.

      Hevith had never called to that power directly. Even doing so now felt strange and wrong. There was no doubt that he was given access to some power, but the type of power didn’t feel as if it belonged to some god who had been testing him, not the way Mother and the others believed. The power he had was different.

      What he wanted was to protect his people.

      Wasn’t that enough?

      Not with as much as he’d been using power. He had drawn upon so much and had expended so much energy that he didn’t think he’d be able to do anything more. Now… now he had to recover.

      Which meant that he would have to wait and see what the Hith intended for him.

      Considering how many of their people he’d fought and cut down, it was possible they intended to torment him. They would try to use him—and his connection to the power of Callah. With the inestar, they would be able to draw it away from him. He’d already felt the effects of that while trying to fight them, so he didn’t think he’d be strong enough to be able to withstand them now.

      More movement, this time tied to a jostling.

      Then he was set down.

      Hevith expected to be set onto the ground, but that didn’t seem to be where he was. It felt almost soft. A bed?

      Why would the Hith have placed him on a bed?

      He tried moving, but everything within him was weakened. He couldn’t roll over. He couldn’t even lift his head. As much as he wanted to move, he couldn’t find the strength within himself to do so.

      “Where is he?”

      The voice wasn’t harsh as he’d come to expect from the Hith. It was almost concerned. Soft. Even familiar.

      Why should the voice be familiar?

      Hevith struggled, rolling off to the side, and finally managed to get his body to move, if only a little bit. Not as much as he wanted in order to keep himself safe, but he thought it was better than nothing. He took a deep breath, ignoring the pain surging through him, and tried to summon a connection to that power that he knew flowed within him. If Callah would answer, then he wouldn’t have to worry so much. He might be able to use that power to push away and to find a way to protect Thirteen.

      “Easy,” the voice said again.

      It was closer this time, almost close enough that he could feel a breath on his cheeks, the effort the person leaning near him was putting into it. There was something else he detected, though he wasn’t sure what that was.

      Thirteen needed him.

      That thought stayed in his mind. If he could use that thought and summon the strength that he knew was within him, then…

      Someone touched him.

      Hevith recoiled, trying to move, but he wasn’t strong enough.

      “You’re safe. You don’t have to fight.”

      He hesitated. That didn’t sound like the kind of thing that one of the Hith would say to him, even if it were untrue.

      Why would they try to reassure him?

      That didn’t make any sense.

      Hevith tried opening his eyes, wanting to see where he was and whether he might be able to do anything, but there was nothing other than darkness all around him.

      That wasn’t entirely true. There was more than just the darkness. There was a hint of bright light, and he could start to make out the outline of something nearby, though he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It seemed that there was a hint of color, something that suggested to him the brightness he’d come to expect from the power of Callah…

      This wasn’t the Hith.

      Where was he?

      “Mother?”

      His voice came out hoarse. A whisper, nothing else. When he said it, he could barely get anything else out.

      Why—and how—would Mother be here? She wouldn’t have been able to get into the city. Not without help, or without becoming captive. They’d worked so hard to try to ensure their safety, and he would be disappointed if something had happened that had put them in danger.

      Unless the Hith had already deployed the inestar. If they had used that device and had attempted to find the others, they would have been able to find the others within the wagons.

      Hevith didn’t know how long he’d been in the city. It felt like it was still night, but what if he’d been unconscious for longer than he had thought?

      “It’s not your mother,” the voice said. This time, they were close enough that Hevith could practically see something of them. There was a definite glowing. “Callah brought you to us. You’re safe.”

      He tried to sit up. “Not safe. There were others with me. They need my help.”

      With that, cold began to wash over him.

      It started slowly, building with intensity as it worked through him. At first, he thought it was tied to whatever injury he’d sustained, but then he noticed a faint light, this time around him. As that light persisted, stretching up his legs, his arms, his chest, the sense of cold continued, gradually growing ever more potent.

      The power of Callah.

      It flowed through him.

      “Mel?” he whispered.

      His throat felt raw, but the longer the cold washed over him, the better it began to feel. Almost as if it were healing.

      “What happened to you? I saw…” That wasn’t what he had thought he would say, but he needed to know what had happened to her when he’d left before.

      She smiled at him sadly. “I saw your note. Had you only waited… I went looking for answers.”

      “How?”

      She patted him on the shoulder as she leaned closer to him. “You will learn. In time.” She took a deep breath. “You’ve begun to control it.”

      “Control what?”

      “The elaron.”

      Hevith tensed. “The what?”

      Mel touched him on the arm and for a moment, there was another surge of cold, an energy that washed through him. It lingered a moment before it began to retreat. Strangely, he was aware of how it withdrew, much like he was aware of the nature of that energy.

      “The elaron. What you call the power of Callah.”

      She watched him, and as his eyesight returned, he realized there were others with her.

      Hevith swept his gaze around the room. He was in a small room with a bed pushed up against one wall. The others were arranged near the door, shadowed figures for the most part, but he could see the curved swords.

      Hevith started to sit up and found his head woozy. It took a moment to collect himself, trying to stabilize his mind while he sat. When the dizziness passed, he looked over at the people by the door.

      The only people he’d ever seen with curved blades had been Hith.

      “Hith blades,” he said.

      He looked past Mel. The cold had left him, and with it, the weakness he’d suffered had dissipated, leaving him as well. Gradually, it seemed as if his strength was returning.

      Hevith had gone through something like this before. When he’d been attacked in the prison yard and injured, he’d felt something similar as he had started to recover.

      Looking at the others near the wall, he took the opportunity to study them.

      They were dressed in the same Hith-style clothing, much like what he’d seen when facing the Hith in the city, though there was something about the clothing that wasn’t quite right. It might be the cut, or it might be the style, but whatever it was didn’t feel like it was exactly right for the Hith.

      Then there was the soft light around them.

      Around all of them.

      Hith didn’t have power like that.

      They weren’t Hith, despite their curved blades.

      He had carried a curved blade and wasn’t Hith.

      “They’re with you,” he said softly.

      Mel nodded. “They’re with me. As are the others you fought.”

      “Others?”

      “You attacked us when we tried to bring you in. I sensed you when you reached the city and sent others in search of you before they got to you, but you attacked them.”

      Hevith shook his head. “We attacked the Hith.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      One of the figures on the far wall stepped forward, and when he did, Hevith recognized him. A man with an irregular scar along his cheek—they’d faced him when he’d been fighting with Morad and Thirteen.

      Hevith glanced from Mel to the man. “There was Hith power there. We saw it.”

      “There was Hith power there,” Mel agreed.

      “But not your people?”

      She shook her head. “Not mine.”

      Hevith tried to get to his feet, but he was too unsteady. Mel started to approach, but the man who’d stepped forward grabbed her arm and shook his head, keeping her from getting too close to Hevith.

      He took a deep breath and fortified himself.

      He needed to know how he could help Thirteen. Morad.

      Cold washed over him. With it came strength.

      “You see how he uses it?” Mel said.

      “I see,” the man answered. “Just because he has strength doesn’t mean that he hasn’t been twisted. You know how they work.”

      “Twisted?” Hevith asked. “I’ve been fighting Hith ever since escaping from the prison where they held me. I’ve done everything I could to try to protect the Jahor.”

      Mel studied him, and she began to glow softly.

      The man holding on to her tried to keep her from stepping forward, but she shrugged him off, moving toward Hevith. That glowing sense radiated away from her, pulsing toward Hevith.

      When it did, there came a sense of warmth that mingled with the cold washing over him. He felt the way it joined with that cold, the way it seemed to recognize the power. They were similar, though he couldn’t tell if they were the same.

      “You haven’t been influenced by them, have you?” she said.

      Hevith shook his head. “I’m trying to protect the Jahor. The Hith have a device, something called the inestar—”

      Mel tensed suddenly. “Are you sure about this?”

      “I’ve seen it. I can feel it.”

      She turned toward the others and whispered something Hevith wasn’t able to hear. The figures lining the door suddenly departed, disappearing into the main part of the building, leaving Hevith with Mel and the man.

      “When did they acquire this?” Mel asked.

      “I don’t know. I think it was shortly after we escaped from the prison. From what I’ve been able to learn about it, the device was kept with soldiers. They protected it within the prison, guarding it. Sometime after we escaped, the Hith took it.”

      Hevith didn’t know enough about what had happened or how they had been able to get a hold of the inestar. That was something he should have asked Graychen. Or Mother. Either of them would have been able to explain what had happened and how they had lost it. None had shared it with him.

      Not that it mattered. All that mattered was that they keep it safe. That they get it back from the Hith. Destroy it.

      “They shouldn’t even have known about it,” the man said.

      “They shouldn’t have, but apparently they did.”

      “You know about the inestar?” Hevith asked.

      “I should. I created it,” Mel said.

      Hevith could only stare. “I thought…” It didn’t matter what he thought. “Why would you have made something like that?”

      “Our people have been scattered. It was a way to call to them.” She watched him. “You felt it.” Hevith nodded. “That is its purpose, but the Hith would use it in a different way. They would use the natural power of the inestar to twist the power of the Jahor.”

      “It can draw power out of them,” Hevith said.

      “It shouldn’t be able to do that,” Mel answered.

      “I don’t know what it should and shouldn’t be able to do, but I know what I’ve felt. When I faced the Hith who had the device, I could feel the way it was trying to siphon power. There wasn’t anything I could do against it.”

      “They’ve twisted the device,” Mel said, turning to the man. “I should have known that would be possible, but I thought the benefits of it would help more than anything else.”

      “It’s in the city. That’s why I came.”

      “Then we need to get the others out of the city,” Mel said.

      “They want to follow you. That’s what you said it’s for. If they use it like that, then they’ll be able to find the other Jahor and use it against them.”

      “That’s not why the Hith brought it to the city,” Mel said. “They already know we’re here. We’ve been able to push back their attack on our people, but we grow weaker in what we can do. Over time, we won’t be able to do much more. The Hith have devoted resources to the city, putting people here in order to disrupt anything that we might do.”

      Hevith thought that he understood. “They don’t need to find you.”

      Mel shook her head. “They know where we are. Perhaps not exactly where we are in the city, but they still know that we’re here. They’ve been trying for months to weaken us. When you came through here, I realized that we needed to do more than we had. We lost you, and I recognized the dangers in continuing to do nothing. If we don’t take a stand now, then we’re going to find that we won’t be able to take a stand when we have to.”

      “They want to take the power with it.”

      Mel nodded. “We have many here. We’ve been calling to the Jahor, putting out the word that we would gather in Yarshin. With enough of us, we would be able to free the city, and once it was freed, we could organize the next step in keeping our people free.”

      But if the Hith knew that, and if they were able to use the inestar in such a way as to drain power from the Jahor, then it was dangerous for them to be here. It might be too dangerous already.

      “You need to get your people out of the city,” Hevith said, reminding her of what she had told him.

      “The others have already started to organize,” Mel said.

      Hevith pushed away from the bed, standing as stable as he could for a moment. He was still weak, and everything within him cried out for rest, but he didn’t know whether or not he could take the time to. Now that he knew how many Jahor were in the city and what the Hith intended, he didn’t think he could do anything other than make a move. He had to go after the inestar.

      When he closed his eyes, he could feel it. The sense of it was out there, faint and distant, but not so distant that he thought it was outside the city. As far as he could tell, the device still remained within the city, which meant they would be able to capture it.

      As long as there weren’t too many Hith.

      He hadn’t fought the Hith earlier as he had thought, but there had been a Hith nearby. There would have to have been, considering the nature of the dark vines that had swept toward them.

      Hevith had done what he could to try and overpower them, but he hadn’t the necessary strength. He’d used everything in him to withstand that attack, and it had drained him.

      Could that have been what the Hith had wanted?

      It was possible they knew they wouldn’t have been able to overpower him while the others were with him, and it might even be that they knew they needed help in order to weaken him.

      But where had they been when he’d fought?

      There was no doubt in his mind there had been Hith there.

      “There’s a man with me,” Hevith said, turning to Mel, a troubling idea coming to him.

      “The man with you is fine. Injured, but he will recover.”

      Thirteen had been injured? Hevith shouldn’t have been surprised by that. He’d seen how he’d staggered, and how it had seemed as if he wouldn’t be able to go on, even as Hevith had staggered. Thirteen wouldn’t have been weakened in the same way as Hevith, but that didn’t mean that an injury wouldn’t have sapped his strength.

      “He’s a soldier. He was imprisoned with me. I think he and the other soldiers were the reason the inestar remained safe for as long as it was. He wasn’t who I was asking about.”

      Mel turned toward him, a question in her eyes.

      It couldn’t be Morad, could it?

      Then there had been what he’d seen.

      What if Morad was from Yarshin? He’d been trying to teach Hevith. It was because of his lessons that Hevith had begun to develop some semblance of his ability and to reach the power of Callah. Were it not for him, he wouldn’t have been able to do nearly what he had.

      And there was the soft glowing he’d seen when they’d been fighting what Hevith and the others had believed to be the Hith at the time.

      No. Hevith didn’t need to question Morad.

      Morad was missing. That was what he needed to do—find him.

      He could be anywhere in the city, and after the attack, Hevith had no idea what would have happened to him, but if these people weren’t the Hith, and they were with Mel, then they should be able to tell him what happened to the other man.

      “There was a man with us when we were attacked,” he started, looking over at the man. They had been the aggressors then, not Hevith and the others. Had Mel’s men not attacked, Hevith wasn’t sure that he would have done anything. They would have kept moving through the streets. Instead, Mel’s people had shown up with Hith swords and had tried to intimidate them. That couldn’t have been an accident. “He disappeared during the fight.”

      The man looked at Hevith and shook his head. “We didn’t take any of your men.”

      Hevith sighed deeply. If they hadn’t taken Morad, then he didn’t know what would have happened to him. “Either way, maybe you would know where he went. He’s from the city, and I was hoping you might be able to help me find where he might have gone.”

      “From Yarshin?” Mel asked.

      Hevith nodded. “He was in prison with us. He can use the power of Callah, or had been able to before he lost it. He’s been trying to help me understand my ability.”

      Mel frowned. “As far as I know, you were the only person taken from Yarshin until recently. There was another, but after what she’d done, I wasn’t able to protect her the way I’ve protected others.”

      “You’ve protected others? I thought…”

      “Do you think I’d let them take anyone?” Her frown deepened. “They might have come for them, but I wasn’t about to let anyone capture any of my people.”

      That reassured Hevith. Given what he’d seen, it had surprised him that there would have been any reason for Mel to have betrayed her people, and leaving them to be taken would have essentially been betrayal.

      “Alicia lives. She escaped with us. She’s with the others, though she needs some time to recover.” If she would fully recover. Hevith didn’t know if she would after what she’d been through.

      “You’ve forgiven her for what she did?”

      “I did. It took a while, but I did.”

      Mel sighed. “Perhaps you are only doing what Callah asks of you.”

      “It’s the other man that I worry about now. He said he was from Yarshin. He knows the city, so he had to have been from here.”

      “You said he can control elaron?”

      Hevith nodded. “If that’s the same as the power of Callah, then he can.”

      “There would be none from Yarshin who can control the power of elaron that have gone missing. I don’t know what to tell you.” She paused. “What is his name?”

      “Morad.”

      She stiffened and the man looked from Mel to Hevith.

      “Are you sure?”

      Hevith nodded.

      “Then we are in more trouble than we know.”
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      The dream woke me from a sound sleep and I sat up, sweat dripping from my brow. Faint moonlight streamed in through the window, though I kept the shutters closed to prevent too much of the light from spilling inside. It wasn’t only the light I tried to keep out, though. The smells and sounds were just as much of a challenge.

      I hadn’t had a dream like that in quite some time. The last time had been when we’d lost Shae, when I’d been searching for where they would have taken her. Having it again left me with a cold sweat.

      Within the dream had been bodies much like we’d seen in the clearing within the forest. Those bodies had been arranged much like the bodies in the clearing, though in the dream, they had still been alive, yet not alive. They looked like the bodies we’d found, but they had turned toward me, facing me, trying to force a reaction from me.

      There had been power in the dream as well. That power troubled me, if only because there was something within it that I needed to try to understand.

      Perhaps that was the reason behind the dream and it wasn’t anything more sinister, though I couldn't help but feel as if there was something more. When I’d first started having similar nightmares, they’d been tied to the Trilan. At first, I hadn’t known what they were, though I had recognized they weren’t something I would have normally feared. That was what made this dream so different. The bodies were something I feared, not only because something about them disturbed me, but because I understood that the Trilan’s reason for placing them where he did had something to do with the power he believed he could pull from them.

      With my mind racing, I wouldn’t be able to sleep any longer, and I got up to start pacing the halls of the fortress. I found myself out in the yard—the garden—with the moonlight shining down upon me.

      Breathing in, I realized it was the first time I’d been out here at night. After spending as many nights as I had out in the open, there was something strange about coming here now. It was different—the flowers all around and the pleasant fragrance from them was the primary distinction—but the slight chill to the air and the light from the moon was similar to what I remembered.

      Certain memories define a person. Those from my time in the yard helped to define me. Many of them were about survival, about knowing that I would do whatever it took in order to stay alive, but not all of them. There were memories where I started learning about the mysteries of the powers in the world. Others where I had learned compassion for someone I’d wanted to harm. And others I cherished, thinking back to the last few weeks and days with a long-lost friend.

      A wave of peace washed over me.

      For the first time since coming to the fortress, I thought I could stay here, if only I could understand why it was important to the Trilan—and stop him.

      That peace was something I’d been missing, though were I honest with myself, it was something I’d been missing for quite some time. Even before the Hith and the Trilan had renewed the war, there had been an edge that remained within me. For someone who’d fought for most of his life, it was hard to transition into a time where I wouldn’t have to fight. Where I could lead our people—my people—into a semblance of peace. I’d fought against the change, and then I’d embraced it as well as I could. Now I fought against change again, despite there not being anything I could do to prevent it.

      Movement near the gate disturbed my peace.

      Someone moved through the gate. They glowed softly, so whoever was there had the ability to use the elaron, though most of the people within the walls of the fortress had proven to have that ability.

      It was late, so for there to be someone sneaking around in the yard, I had questions. Not that I distrusted anyone here. Not completely. But it did seem strange that someone would be out so late at night.

      Then again, I was moving around late at night.

      Making my way toward them, I approached slowly and cautiously.

      Nearing the gate, I hesitated.

      There was no further movement.

      Whoever was out here had stopped.

      Where had they gone?

      Looking all around the garden, I noticed a hint of glowing light near me, but then that faded as well.

      It was possible it was nothing more than one of the gardeners out at night. They had developed an attachment to the garden and it didn’t surprise me they would be out at night, especially as I could imagine they wanted to ensure the garden continued to thrive. If that was all this was, then there would be no reason to pursue the movement.

      But there might be something more out here.

      Whatever had started that glowing had disappeared.

      I could track them with the elaron.

      I let a hint of it flow from me.

      The distant sense of elaron came to me.

      It was nearby, but now behind me. They moved toward the gate.

      There was speed to the movement, which I found surprising. Whoever slipped along in the night was using their connection to the elaron in order to move quickly. That was an intriguing use of the elaron, and one that was somewhat advanced.

      How many people within the fortress grounds had the necessary knowledge to do something like that?

      I hadn’t known too many. That wasn’t to say someone wouldn’t have a talent with their power. There were many who had similar talents, and they didn’t need to be taught to use them in such a way, but this was still a surprising technique.

      When I reached the gate, I found it slightly ajar.

      We were careful to leave the gate closed. It was for our safety. As far as we knew, there weren’t Hith patrolling in the forest, though there was the possibility that some would attack, especially as they learned about our presence here.

      The sense of the elaron came from the other side of the gate and veered off into the trees before disappearing.

      Slipping carefully forward, I stayed near the shadows of the trees. The elaron guided me. I tried not to pull too strongly upon it, but in order not to lose that sense, I had to be careful, which meant I would have to pull on it to know where it would lead me.

      The person moved along the forest, sweeping out and away from the fortress.

      The farther we went, the more I began to question whether I should be out here alone. When it came to what we’d encountered in the forest, it might be wiser for Coldan to search through the trees. I would be able to follow the sense of the elaron, but I would need his skill if the Hith showed themselves in any significant numbers.

      I moved onward. The elaron was there ahead of me. Then it stopped.

      It wasn’t that far in front of me.

      There was a burst of light.

      An explosion of power.

      All of it was elaron.

      Who would use power like that?

      The only thing I could think was that maybe this was the gardeners. They came out and harvested from the forest, so perhaps there was something about the night that made harvesting more effective.

      The sense of power was more than I would have expected for that, though.

      Whatever it was had to be different.

      And powerful.

      There weren’t that many within the fortress who had that much strength.

      I doubted it would be Shae. While she might come out at night, I doubted she would come this far outside the gates and really doubted she would venture into the forest like this.

      Erich had strength like this.

      I’d borrowed from him before, so maybe that was the familiarity that I detected.

      Why would he be here?

      Tolsar had the potential for such strength, but in the time that I’d been working with him, he hadn’t demonstrated enough control. And the others didn’t have anything quite like this.

      I approached the sense of power.

      When I reached a small clearing, I didn’t find the person I’d been trailing.

      Instead I found three bodies.

      They were dried out much like the others had been. They were sitting upright, propped in a strange way that allowed them to be arranged in a circle, and their hands were bound together, feet as well. Their faces were turned so they looked toward the center of the circle.

      Hurrying forward, I tested the nearest—someone who looked to have once been solid, but now was little more than a leathery shell—and found elaron within them. At first, I thought it was the person’s power, but as I focused on it, I realized that wasn’t the case at all.

      It was a residual bit of energy.

      That energy was the same as the person’s I’d been following.

      Why would the bodies have faces turned toward the center of the clearing?

      Stepping over them, I looked toward the ground but didn’t see anything there.

      Turning to look overhead, I couldn’t find anything there, either.

      When I started to step back out from the center of the bodies, I couldn’t move.

      Something held me in place.

      A trap.

      It was almost as if I’d been cut off from the elaron.

      I would have to use something other than the elaron to escape.

      Turning to the nearest of the bodies, I focused on the ne’rash. It surged within me, though even as it did, something seemed to restrict me from being able to reach it fully. The trap separated me from that as well.

      I turned the focus of the ne’rash toward the ground. Whatever was holding me did so because of the way the bodies were positioned. If I could overcome the positioning of the bodies, I’d be able to overcome whatever else was here.

      The ground exploded beneath me, throwing me up and dropping me back down in the center of the circle of bodies. The trap held me here.

      There might be another option. There had been a few times when I had combined the ne’rash and the elaron, though even as I tried, I didn’t know if I would be able to use them together in a way that would make sense. Panic began to build, though I had to force it down.

      I tried to mix the two, drawing them one at a time, but that didn’t work.

      I tried to draw them at the same time, but it was so intense, it was almost painful.

      Something moved out in the forest.

      I looked toward it but couldn’t see anything. Only darkness.

      Could it be Hith darkness?

      Or Trilan.

      I had to act. Urgency gave me focus I didn’t have otherwise.

      Combine the powers.

      I had to find that energy again.

      The ne’rash and the elaron flowed in me. As I joined them, the combination was something different than either alone. There came a burst of dark light, that of the ne’rash combined with the elaron. The bodies around me exploded outward.

      The trap holding me failed.

      Stepping forward, I held on to the ne’rash.

      Movement drew my attention and I started toward it.

      With a blast of the ne’rash, the nearest tree snapped before falling over.

      I spun, swinging my gaze around. There wasn’t anything there.

      The darkness remained, but I couldn’t tell if it was the darkness of the Hith or if it was a natural darkness. At this point, it could be either.

      The ne’rash filled me.

      There was no sign of whoever else might be there.

      Tamping back the sense of the ne’rash took effort. When I suppressed it, I focused on the elaron I’d detected. It was there, the sense faint.

      They were ahead of me. The sense of the elaron guided me forward. As I neared it, there was another explosion of the elaron.

      This time, the power of it lit the night.

      I had to shield my eyes against it.

      It was more power than anyone I had ever encountered possessed. More of a sense of energy than I could have expected any one person to have.

      Stored power.

      That was the only explanation for it, which was why it had been familiar to me. Perhaps some of it was my own power, or perhaps it was because I had used some of that stored power.

      Had the Hith found where we’d kept the chalice?

      That was the only source of stored power we’d discovered.

      Unless we hadn’t looked far enough.

      I hurried ahead, trying not to think about what else was here. Whoever had used that power had a purpose.

      When I reached where I had detected it, the energy lingered in the air. Much like the last time, there were bodies here. Three of them, and all twisted in the same pattern as before. At least I knew better than to step in the middle of them, but what was the purpose of this?

      There was no sense of the Hith. The elaron remained. As before, it was faint. Muted.

      Racing ahead, I hurried through the forest after that sense. It was growing closer, but it seemed we moved in a circle. Was the person using elaron responsible for what happened to these people? I couldn’t imagine that anyone who was able to use the elaron would do something like that, but what other explanation did I have?

      There came another building sense of power.

      It was the elaron.

      Without knowing what they were using that power for, I had no choice but to try and stop it. Standing near a tree, I braced myself against it, focused on the power, and drew it toward me.

      That was the only thing I could think of doing. By pulling that power, I redirected it and the sense of the elaron flowed toward me, filling me with a sudden energy.

      There was more power than I had ever felt, aside from when I had dipped my hand into the chalice. This power practically overwhelmed me.

      I breathed it in, holding on to it.

      Everything around me glowed with the power I now held, but I had to push that sense back. I needed to be able to see. Despite as much light as there was coming off me, I couldn’t see that easily.

      I breathed out, squeezing the power back down within myself. It was stolen power, but if someone else intended to use it, then I would do whatever I could to prevent them from harming anyone else.

      I reached where I could feel the power had been triggered.

      And my breath caught.

      The other spaces had been the same. Three people bound at wrists and ankles, tied together and faces turned toward the center of the clearing.

      I expected to find the same, thinking the bodies would be dried out, but whatever power was in them would remain.

      I had not expected them to be alive.
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      The crackling fire put off warmth Hevith didn’t need, though there was still a chill working through him. He tried to ignore it, but that cold rolled through him, filling him. It seemed to stay, and he no longer knew whether it was because he needed it or whether there was another reason. Could the power of Callah still be working through him in order to heal him?

      He stared at his hands, resting for a moment. Fatigue filled him after everything that he’d been through over the last few hours, but he had a sense that he wasn’t going to be able to rest the way he wanted to. There was still much to do.

      The man watching over Mel had disappeared, though Hevith couldn’t say he was disappointed to see him go. There was a dark intensity about him that troubled Hevith. Mel had gone off, and when she finally returned, she did so guiding Thirteen.

      “Take a seat, Coldan,” she said, motioning to one of the other chairs.

      Thirteen took a seat and Mel tottered off, heading toward the kitchen, where she started heating a pot and pulling down several cups.

      “Coldan?” Hevith asked.

      The Firster looked over. His eyes were tired and lined. “What about it?”

      “That’s your name?”

      “I do have a name.”

      Hevith took a breath. He should have asked. He had been accustomed to referring to most of the Firsters by their number, but then again, of course they would have names. He knew Graychen, so he knew they had names.

      “You don’t use them.”

      “Not within the Order.”

      Another term that had been hidden from him. “Why not?”

      “Names don’t matter. We’re part of the whole.”

      “Then why now?”

      He turned slowly so that he could look over at Mel, shaking his head slightly. “The old woman didn’t give me much of a choice. She told me I had to share my given name with her. She can be persuasive.”

      Hevith sniffed. Mel had a strength to her that reminded him of Mother. “She knows something about Morad, but she hasn’t told me.”

      “Do they know what happened to him?”

      “Apparently those weren’t Hith who attacked us.”

      “We saw the swords.”

      Hevith nodded. “The swords, and I saw the darkness from them. There’s no way to fake that. That means the Hith would have been there, though I didn’t see anyone other than those attacking us.”

      “They weren’t attacking you,” Mel said, shoving a mug into his hands. She turned to Coldan and offered him one as well. “As you well know now.”

      “There were Hith there,” Hevith said.

      “There would have been,” Mel agreed.

      “You don’t deny there were? Your people should have recognized it.” The one thing Hevith was certain of was that Mel’s people had control over their power. The elaron, or the power of Callah. Strangely, giving it a name that wasn’t tied to a god felt better to him.

      “They recognized there was a Hith presence. They were trying to protect you from it, not attack you.” She took a seat across from them, glancing briefly at the fire. Hevith realized she was glowing softly again, the same glowing he’d seen from her when he’d come around, and the same sort of light that he’d been able to see from Mother. The control radiating from Mel was impressive. It seemed almost as if that glowing undulated as it rolled through her. “They didn’t realize you were with one of the Hith.”

      Hevith glanced over at Coldan. He forced himself to think of his name, not his number. Thirteen had suited him when his was with the Firsters, but now that they were here, and now that they had fought together, giving Hevith a chance to get to know the man, it felt strange to refer to him by the number.

      “We weren’t with one of the Hith,” Coldan said. “We stole their clothes so we could get into the city. That’s all.”

      “That’s not all. You may have stolen their clothes, but the one you know as Morad fit those clothes far better than you realize.”

      Hevith could only stare. “He can use the elaron.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps he makes it appear that he can. When it comes to that one, I no longer know what he’s capable of.”

      “You know him?”

      Mel sighed. “Oh, I know him. He and the other Vicenz would see the rest of our kind enslaved.”

      “I don’t know what a Vicenz is, but he’s one of the Chosen of Callah,” Hevith said.

      As much as he hadn’t gotten along with Morad, he had a hard time seeing him the way Mel described him. He could be cantankerous, but a Hith didn’t seem right. That didn’t fit with Hevith’s experience.

      Morad had shared with him. He had described what he’d gone through, the suffering he’d known. Someone who would betray them wouldn’t have done that.

      “He doesn’t view Callah the same way as you or I do.” She paused, sipping at her mug. “Perhaps how I do. I don’t know if you’ve fully embraced the connection to your power, Hevith.”

      She watched him, and the pregnant pause made him feel as if he needed to say something, but there wasn’t anything that he could offer to deny her accusation. He hadn’t fully embraced it. He recognized that he had a sense of power, but that power seemed to come from someplace within him. Whatever it did seemed tied to him, not to a god.

      “I still don’t know.”

      “That’s as much of an answer as you need. Many men struggle with their purpose, especially those who have been excluded from what they should have known their whole lives.”

      “Who is he?”

      “At first, he was a man who chased power. He pursued it with those known as the Kjist, people of considerable power. They separated into what we now call the Vicenz. They took that power and twisted it. It allows them to use power, both elaron and that of the Hith.”

      Coldan took a drink from his mug. When he was finished, he leaned back. “And to think he was with us all that time.”

      “But he was in the prison,” Hevith said. “He was tormented the same as the rest of us.”

      “What is a brief torment when the prize is great?”

      “It didn’t feel brief,” Hevith said.

      “No. I suppose that it didn’t,” Mel said, sipping again from her mug. “But in his mind, he would have viewed what he did as necessary. The time would have been short compared to what he could have gained. And what it seems he has gained.”

      “The Hith had the inestar. Why wouldn’t he have left us?” Coldan asked.

      “That is a different question,” she said. “And one that troubles me as much as them having access to something of power. I question what he thought to gain.”

      “You,” Hevith said, suddenly knowing the truth. He leaned forward, the mug in his hands forgotten. Some of the hot liquid splashed over the rim, burning his hands. He quickly drank a little to lower the level in the mug, feeling the warmth of the tea as it washed down his throat. “When he learned that I’d been here, he wanted to know about you.”

      Mel smiled tightly. “They have thought to learn about me for a long time. Perhaps the inestar will allow them to succeed.”

      “That was what he was after.” Hevith could believe the Hith would want to find Mel, given her position in the city, but what if it was about more than just her position in the city? “What is the Movras?”

      Her smile faltered, turning somewhat sad. “The Movras was a dream, Hevith. One the Hith tried to take from all of us. Now it seems the Vicenz will succeed.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When I thought I’d be able to summon the Jahor to one place, when I thought to gather those who remain and are able to fight, the idea of the Movras made a certain sense. Now it is more of a fantasy.”

      “What did you intend it to be?”

      “My way of trying to rebuild what has been lost.”

      “The Jahor.”

      She nodded. “The Jahor once were a proud people. We once had lands far to the south that we called our own, but over time, we were pushed away, gradually losing ground until we were forced away from our ancestral homes altogether. We tried to coexist, and when that didn’t work, we tried to fight.” She looked over at Coldan. “Men like your friend and the Order are a remnant of that. They were once something else. Mightier.” She offered a smile. “I don’t mean that as a slight to your ability at all. Only that the Order as it once existed was something else. They were tied to the elaron in a way our soldiers today are not. They have remained skilled, but there was a reason the Hith hunted them with such abandon. They feared them. Feared what they represented and what we could do.”

      “What about others who can use this power?”

      “Most who were able to use it did so in celebration of our god, Callah. Your god, I would say, but you still need to embrace him. It’s why so many conflate the idea of the power coming from Callah. I suppose in some ways, that power does come from Callah, but in others, we know that it’s different. There’s another purpose for that power. The elaron binds us together. When used the right way, our people were once able to do wonderous things with it.”

      “The Hith want to stop that?”

      “The Hith would destroy our power. They would destroy our people, all in the name of gaining power of their own.” Her sad smile returned. “They could have lived alongside us, but they refused, even when we conceded. Then conceded more. Finally we fought back, but it was already too late.”

      “That’s the war?” Hevith asked.

      “That’s the briefest summary of the war. As in so many things, the details are much greater, but perhaps none of it matters. All that matters is that we tried to live freely and failed. We tried to keep our people together and did as well as we could.”

      “And Morad?”

      Mel took a deep breath and sat up. “Morad is unique. You mentioned he used the power of Callah. It is not his power. The Vicenz use someone else’s power. Storing it and releasing it when necessary.”

      She watched him, and Hevith frowned.

      “You think he was using my power?”

      “You were around him, so I think it’s possible he was.”

      The only time Hevith had felt as if some of that power had been drained away from him had been when facing the Hith and around the inestar. If they had used him, drawn from him, and given that power to Morad, then the other man might have been able to draw upon his power. It fit with what he knew of the Hith.

      “What would happen if he reached you?” Hevith asked.

      “What he’s longed to do for quite some time. He would try to use me. I suspect he intends to try and convince others to come after me, though they know better. The Movras is not a person. It’s an ideal.”

      “A dream.”

      She nodded. “A dream. Perhaps a crazy one, a lost dream, but still a dream.”

      She took another sip of her tea and Hevith leaned back, doing the same. The tea tasted slightly sweet and it cleared his head, helping him to find a sense of relaxation. He’d already realized that he would need to do something about Morad. If he was what Mel said, then Hevith needed to intervene. That might mean stopping him, if he could, but if nothing else, it meant getting to the inestar before they used it in a way that would harm others.

      “Where is everyone else in the city?” Coldan asked.

      “They’re here, though they recognize the dangers. Most know only that there is a feeling of unease, and those who do know the Hith are after the Jahor have chosen their side.”

      “What happened to staying hidden?” Hevith asked.

      “We could no longer stay hidden. When they took you…”

      “I’m the reason your people fight?”

      “Perhaps not you in particular, but the idea of you. One who connected to the Jahor, who has the power of the elaron, and who could have been taught to use it to help so many. Because they took you, we were forced to act to prevent them from taking any others.”

      Hevith wasn’t sure how he felt about the fighting in the city being due to him. Then again, were it not him, it would have been someone else. He had little reason to believe they would have left everyone alone.

      “I’m going to find the inestar.”

      Mel looked over at him and nodded. “I believe you are.”

      “I need to rest and recover first.”

      “Take all the time you need.”

      He sighed deeply, looking down into his cup. Though he intended to go after the device, there was a part of him that wasn’t certain whether he would be able to find anything. Even if he were to reach it, he didn’t have any control over the power he needed to defeat the Hith. It came out sporadically, when it did come out. Even then, it wasn’t the kind of power he could control.

      “Hevith,” Mel said.

      He looked up. She was staring at him from across the room. “I need to be able to access that power.”

      “You have already accessed it.”

      “Accidentally. Not with any sense of control.” At least, not real control. He had forced himself to reach something of that power by focusing on how he wanted to help others, but he still didn’t know why that should work. “Morad was the one assigned to instruct me, but…”

      “You wonder if he intentionally led you astray.”

      Hevith nodded. “Wouldn’t that make sense?”

      “I suppose it would. What did he tell you about reaching for your power?”

      “He told me about focusing. That I had to find my focus and use that to reach for the power.”

      “As with reaching for any power, that would be the start. Focus is the key, as is finding a way to understand that power that flows within you.” She got up and pulled her chair closer to him. “What about the elaron are you aware of?”

      “I’m not really sure. When I’ve successfully reached for the power before, it’s been when I’ve been concerned about other people.”

      “And that surprises you?”

      Hevith nodded. “A little.”

      “Why?”

      He took a deep breath. “I don’t feel like I’ve always been that concerned about other people.”

      “What I saw from you would suggest otherwise. When you were here, you fought on behalf of someone you didn’t know, risking yourself in ways you didn’t know, with the possibility that you would end up injured. Because of that, you were taken by the Hith.”

      “I know that.”

      “Yet you still don’t think you’re concerned about others?”

      “Why would the power manifest in that way?”

      Mel smiled. “That is a different question, now, isn’t it? The elaron is difficult for us to understand. For some, it allows them to take on great strength. They become powerful fighters on behalf of their people. In others, it allows them a different connection. One of healing, for example. Perhaps one that binds together.”

      “That’s you.”

      She nodded. “That would be how I’ve used the elaron. It’s an energy you can access, and when you know it—really know it—you will understand what I mean by calling it an energy.”

      “Is that why some people say it comes from Callah himself?”

      “Himself?”

      “Isn’t Callah a god?”

      She smiled and leaned back. “Why must your god have a gender? A god simply is. With power such as you can reach, that power becomes something else.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend—”

      She laughed, cutting him off. “There is no offense, but I want you to recognize how you view Callah. The way you see the god is a reflection of your experience. Your ability to reach that power is also a reflection of your experience. In your case, you’ve lost your family. Friends, I suspect. And you were placed into a place of torture. That has changed you, the way it would change anyone.” She turned to Coldan. “In his case, he must have suffered to have been brought into the Order, and he must have talent in order to survive.”

      “I thought you said we weren’t skilled.”

      Mel waved her hand dismissively. “Not skilled compared to what the Order once was like, but that doesn’t mean you’re not still capable. The Order has many talented soldiers. If you can begin to experience your power, you might be able to manifest it in a different way as well.”

      “I don’t have any power,” Coldan said.

      “Ah, but I disagree.” She leaned toward him, smiling. “My use of elaron is such that I can see it. It flows within you. You only have to reach it.”

      “That’s how you found me the first time,” Hevith said.

      Mel nodded. “I detected your presence. It was power I hadn’t known before. You were lost before I was able to help you fully understand.”

      “I can see it too.”

      “You can?”

      He nodded. “And I’ve used it to fight. What does that mean?”

      She regarded him for a long moment, taking another sip of her tea. “Perhaps it means you are meant to be something else.”

      “What something else?”

      “One who can bring us through this war.” She inhaled deeply before getting up.

      “You still haven’t told me how I can reach and control my power.”

      “It’s not your power, Hevith. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you will be able to control it as you so badly want. That power flows through you, but it’s borrowed. It’s the reason someone like Morad is able to do the terrible things he can. He reaches for borrowed power.”

      As she stepped past him, she tapped him on the forehead.

      There was a surge of energy, a burst of what he knew had to be the power of Callah, and then it was gone.

      It left him feeling a longing for it.

      That was what he wanted.

      Hevith wanted to have a way to reach for the same power that Mel could so quickly access. If he could, then he thought he might be able to stop Morad.

      Only then.

      “What’s the first step?” he asked.

      “The first step is accepting the power. The second is searching for the source. When you find the source, you find your strength.”

      What was his source and strength?

      He didn’t know. He would need to uncover it, and likely soon if he wanted to stop what was coming, but for now… for now, he didn’t know.

      He looked over at Coldan and found him with a troubled expression on his face. It was tied to the idea that he had power.

      Hevith realized that Coldan still hadn’t accepted he possessed it.

      When he did, what would change for him?

      Maybe nothing. The fighters Mel described were gone. The ability to defeat the Hith in that manner was gone. All that was left was them.

      That would have to be enough.
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      The small space behind Mel’s home was quiet. The air hung with a sense of anticipation, almost as if the night knew something needed to happen, and that it would. Hevith could feel that anticipation, and it left him longing to do something.

      There was a desire within him to find a way to keep moving, to reach the inestar, and to stop Morad. The longer that he was with Mel, the more he thought he needed to get moving now.

      The draw of the inestar had begun to change.

      At first, he wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that he had detected the change. The longer that he felt it, the more certain he was that it was shifting. Perhaps not moving. That much was difficult to determine, and maybe that was what he detected. Something was changing about the inestar that made it far more difficult to be able to detect it.

      Which meant Morad had intervened.

      Not that Hevith was surprised by that. Morad had known that Hevith had detected the inestar, and he thought Morad would want to try to conceal the device from him.

      He paced. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do. An energy filled him, though it seemed to be more nerves than anything else. As much as he would like to think that it came from reaching for his elaron, he didn’t think that was the case. The power was there, he believed that it was—so he had already passed Mel’s first step—but finding a way of using it still seemed beyond him.

      The key was somehow tied to why it required him to be concerned about others.

      That somehow mattered more than anything else. As much as he could feel that sense of power within him, the only time he was able to consistently use it was when he worried about others. Did that mean the power was somehow connected to others?

      It was tied to what others believed to be a god. That mattered as well, and it was a god that Mel thought he would eventually come to serve. Would it matter that Hevith didn’t know if he could serve the same god?

      Did it matter if he believed?

      “Hevith?”

      He turned slowly and blinked, trying to clear the questions from his mind. Coldan was there, watching him. “What is it?”

      “When are you going to move?”

      “I’ve been moving,” he said, motioning to the small space where he’d been pacing.

      “You’ve been moving, but when are you going after it?”

      Hevith took a deep breath. “I thought I needed to wait until my strength and energy returned, but that seems to have already happened.”

      The other man nodded. “Mine too. It’s the strangest thing. For as much as we’ve expended ourselves, and as tired as I should be, I feel… better than I think I should.”

      Hevith still didn’t know how injured he’d been, only that Coldan had suffered in some way. Whatever it was hadn’t been too great for Mel to restore him. Or Hevith. In that way, it was similar to how Mother had restored him all those times.

      “Before we go after him, I wanted to know if there was any way I could reach this power, but I don’t understand it any better now than I did when we first came here,” Hevith said.

      “I figured she would help you learn how to use it,” Coldan said.

      Hevith looked toward the door into the home. “She’s like Mother.”

      “I suspect Mother learned from the Movras.”

      “You’re calling her the Movras now, too?”

      “It means ‘leader.’ From what I’ve seen here, that’s fitting.”

      Leader. He supposed that was fitting. From what he’d seen from Mel, she really was in charge.

      “Even after we get the inestar, this won’t be over,” Hevith said.

      “We can take it. Destroy it if you want. Either way, we can keep them from trying to use it against our people.”

      That still had to be their objective.

      As he closed his eyes, he could feel the energy of the inestar. Though it had changed, it was still an irritant. “We need to do this before he shields it from me altogether.”

      “Do you think he’ll be able to?”

      Hevith shrugged. “I don’t know. With the nature of power they can utilize?” He’d seen the Hith magic, and the way that it had of seeming to mask others. It made the Hith incredibly difficult to see, so he suspected that if they wanted to shield the device from him, they would be able to do so. Worse, if he used something like that to find others powered by the elaron, Hevith worried Morad and others like him would become unstoppable.

      Vicenz. That was what Mel called him.

      Somehow, the Vicenz were worse than the Hith.

      Taking another look around the small space, he knew Coldan was right. It was time to move.

      Back inside the building, he found Mel speaking to several of her people. One of them was the man who had attacked Hevith and he looked up as Hevith approached, cutting off whatever he’d been saying.

      “I’m leaving,” Hevith said.

      “Do you think you’re ready?” Mel asked.

      Hevith looked at the man, then the others. “Not really, but I don’t have much of a choice. The longer I wait, the more likely it is he’ll hide the inestar. I can already feel the drawing of it changing.”

      Mel frowned and glanced at the others. “You can feel it so acutely?”

      “This sense of it. With what I can detect, there is enough of a feeling of what he’s trying to do. Eventually, I think he’ll be able to shield it from me completely.” Hevith looked over. “What of the others? We could use them.”

      The man shot Hevith a hard look. “You could use us?”

      “Thom,” Mel cautioned.

      “We still don’t know that we can trust him. I know what you’ve seen and what you detect, but he was traveling with Morad.”

      “As were many others of our people. Would you distrust all of them?”

      Thom sighed. “Yes.”

      “Then we have already lost.” Mel looked toward the fire. “The moment we begin to doubt our own kind, where we begin to question whether we can trust those who have sacrificed for others, is the moment the Vicenz and their Hith have won. I would rather ensure that we continue to resist, but if you think they’ve won, then our other planning means nothing.”

      “Movras…”

      She looked over at Thom. “I have faith. Callah has guided him to me—again, I might add—for a reason. I might not be able to see the reason, but when it comes to Callah, I don’t know that I should see all the reasons.” She turned to Hevith and smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, Thom and his people are needed for a different task, though none less important. If they succeed, we might be able to free Yarshin.”

      Hevith looked down at the table they stood around. A map laid there, and he realized that it was a map of the city. There were marks laid out all over it, but there wasn’t any real pattern to it. “You’ll be attacking the Hith?”

      “With you going after Morad, now is the time to make our move. I’ve known the day was coming, and could feel that we would need to have a great focus, but hadn’t expected that he would come so soon.” She looked down at the map again before lifting her gaze and meeting Hevith’s eyes. “Do what you came to Yarshin to do, Hevith. Protect your people.”

      He swallowed.

      This was war.

      He’d seen parts of it, he’d even been involved, but what Mel was doing now, the way her people were planning—this was the real war.

      He looked over at Coldan. The Firster nodded.

      What else was there to do but leave?

      There was the ongoing drawing of the inestar, and Hevith feared waiting too long. The others were preparing to attack, which meant they wouldn’t be able to help.

      “Can we accompany you until we need to veer off?” he asked Thom.

      He stared across the table. Finally, he slammed his hand down. “Do whatever you think you need. It seems as if you will anyway.”

      “Thom,” Mel cautioned.

      “Does it matter? I understand what you say, Movras, but I also worry about your safety, even if you won’t. He brought Morad into the city.”

      “But he didn’t bring him here.”

      “No, but would he have?”

      Hevith stared at Thom. There wasn’t a good answer to his question. Were it up to him, he would have brought Morad here, but that was a different point. He would have done it when he believed Morad was from Yarshin and that he was able to reach the same power. Whether or not Morad could reach the elaron was something else he had to understand.

      “I would have,” he answered softly.

      Thom shook his head. “He doesn’t even deny it.”

      “Would it make it easier if I did?” Hevith asked.

      Thom had started to answer when Hevith noticed movement near the door to the street.

      He turned, half expecting to see one of the other people with Mel coming inside, but instead noticed a trailing of the dark vines.

      “Hith!” he shouted.

      He reached for his sword—but didn’t have one.

      Since coming here, he’d had no weapon.

      Hevith darted forward, reaching one of the others with Mel, and grabbed the man’s curved sword. He had yet to find out why they all carried the Hith blades, but that didn’t matter. Right now, all that mattered was that he have a weapon.

      Positioning himself in front of the others, he glanced over at Coldan. He wore a grim expression, and though he held his sword now unsheathed, Hevith could see he doubted that he’d be able to withstand much of a fight.

      Hevith didn’t know if he would be able to either. When it came to the type of power the Hith were able to pull upon, it was possible they’d be able to overwhelm him. All he had was the hope that he could draw upon the elaron.

      Only, the power seemed to evade him.

      He darted forward anyway.

      There were Hith here, even if he couldn’t see them. There was the power, and if there was that power, then they had discovered Mel.

      Hevith would have led them to her.

      They wouldn’t have known how to find Mel otherwise. Even Morad hadn’t known. Maybe he’d used the inestar, though Hevith didn’t think so. He could feel the power of the inestar, and it wasn’t near them.

      Light bloomed behind him.

      When it did, the thick tendrils sweeping along the floor became even more visible.

      Hevith swept down with his sword, but unlike when he was able to pull upon the power of Callah, the vines remained intact. A simple sword wouldn’t part them.

      He had to find his way. He had to somehow find that power.

      Hevith believed he could access it.

      Wasn’t that what Mel said was most important?

      From there, he needed to focus. Always before, his motivation was the fear for others, but here where the others all had their own power, it was possible Hevith didn’t fear for them the same way as he would have. They didn’t need his motivation.

      And there was the issue of him being the reason they had reached Mel in the first place. Because of him.

      Hevith forced that thought out of his mind.

      Instead, he focused on Coldan. Mel. Even Thom and the others.

      They were Jahor. Like him.

      They needed his power. They needed his connection. And they needed him to be able to reach for that power in order to offer them a chance at safety.

      The curved blade started to glow softly.

      The connection.

      That was what it was, though Hevith wondered why that would matter. Mel should have explained the nature of the power to him, but she’d not given him any real insight as to the nature of what he could do. Only that he could call on that power.

      Hevith focused on what he wanted to do. The reason for coming to the city in the first place was all about helping the Jahor. If he could reach for the necessary power, then he could help. He would find the inestar.

      That irritation was still in his mind.

      The more he focused on it, the more he realized something else.

      That irritation was tied to the inestar—which was tied to the connection between the Jahor.

      The sense of power. The source.

      Hevith instead focused on that.

      It was the first time he’d tried to embrace that sense he felt in the distant part of his mind, but as he did, he could feel something. There was a source of power. That irritation connected him. It drew to him.

      Hevith plunged into that connection.

      The sword blazed even more brightly.

      Sweeping it down, he carved through the tendrils working along the floor.

      Lifting his gaze, he found two Hith near the door. They had been shadowed, shielded by whatever power they were able to call upon, and now that he’d carved through it, he could see them more clearly. That and whatever Mel had done, the way she illuminated the room.

      Hevith darted forward.

      The Hith realized they’d been seen and spun toward him.

      Coldan was there.

      He was quick with his blade, sweeping it in a sharp arc that forced the Hith to react. They were fast, and darkness trailed from their blades as they fought, the tendrils that he’d seen before sweeping out from them.

      That was new.

      Coldan wouldn’t be able to withstand those strange tendrils. A simple sword had been useless against them.

      Hevith would need to help.

      When he reached Coldan, he kicked at the Hith. His boot connected in the man’s stomach and the tendrils shifted, turning toward Hevith. Sweeping his sword toward them, he brought it through the darkness, severing them, and spun around to whip his sword toward the Hith.

      It connected with the Hith’s arm, severing it.

      Hevith kicked again and the man went stumbling backward.

      By the time he’d turned toward the other Hith, Thom was there.

      Coldan was skilled, but Thom was both skilled and holding a sword that glowed with the light of Callah. He surged through a series of movements and disarmed the other Hith, knocking him to the ground.

      “Where is Morad?” Thom demanded, standing in front of the Hith with his sword extended toward the man’s neck.

      “You won’t ever convince me to reveal his presence.”

      “We have ways—”

      The Hith thrust himself forward onto the sword.

      He fell backward, blood spewing.

      There was silence.

      Hevith looked over at Coldan, who stared at the Hith and then his sword. Hevith could still feel the source of energy within his mind so he pushed outward, letting it flow toward Coldan’s sword. It surged there for a moment, exploding into the blade.

      Coldan frowned at it. “That would have been useful before.”

      “I wasn’t sure I could do it before.”

      “You’ve learned something in the last five minutes?”

      “I can feel the source of power,” he said. “I think I can use it. Maybe not control it yet, but I can feel it more than I could before.”

      When he turned toward Thom, the other man watched Hevith before sheathing his sword. “You did well alerting us to the Hith.”

      Hevith grunted. “I wasn’t going to let them attack.”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      “Do you still doubt me?”

      Thom glanced over at Mel before turning back to Hevith. “I haven’t decided. Either you’re with us as she says, or you’re an incredible actor. I suspect it’s the former.” He turned back to Mel. “They know where you are now, Movras. It’s time for us to move.”

      “I think it’s time for you to get going.”

      “They’ll attack—”

      “Then they attack. I have ways of defending myself. You will draw off their attention and Hevith will focus on the inestar. I suspect the combination of those attacks will be enough that they won’t pay much attention to me.”

      “And if they do?”

      “Then you will keep the ideal of the Movras alive. It doesn’t have to be me. Another can take up the cause.”

      Thom looked around, his gaze falling on the two dead Hith. “I’m leaving three with you. They can keep you safe.”

      “Do what you must, Thom.”

      While Hevith watched, Thom organized several of the others before joining Hevith and Coldan near the door. He glanced back at Mel, who had returned to her small kitchen and calmly began to mix a mug of tea.

      “That woman…” Thom whispered.

      “Do you think she’s in danger?” Hevith asked.

      Thom turned to him. “She’s in danger because of you, but she’s too stubborn to admit it. We need her, and she’s too blinded by everything she intends to see it.”

      “I didn’t mean to bring trouble to her,” Hevith said.

      Thom watched him. “Then do what you’ve told her you’re going to do and help us finish this.”

      Hevith looked around the inside of Mel’s home before nodding. “I’ll need to keep the sword. I’m surprised you have Hith blades anyway.”

      “We don’t have Hith blades. They have ours,” Thom said, stepping past him and out of the home.

      Hevith followed into the night, holding the sword tightly in hand. He didn’t know what he might encounter. If there were more Hith, he thought he could be ready. He could feel the source of power deep within him. That sense stayed with him, lingering in the back of his mind, drawing him toward it. More than that, the sense filled him. Hevith thought he could use that sense and let the power flow out of him. Not his own power as Mel had said, but borrowed. That of Callah.

      “Which way do you need to go?” Hevith asked.

      “We’ve got people ready to move in each section of the city.”

      “How many people is that?”

      Thom shook his head, his brow furrowed. “Nearly a hundred. Not as many as I would like, but it’s all we’ve been able to gather to us.”

      A hundred against how many Hith?

      He could see the concern on Thom’s face. The man didn’t want to admit it, but the idea of taking the fight to the Hith like this clearly wasn’t something he relished. They might have trained for it, but this wasn’t what he wanted.

      “I need to go”—Hevith closed his eyes and focused, detecting the faint sense of the inestar—“that way.” He pointed toward the north.

      “That’s where you detect it?” Thom asked.

      “As far as I can tell. The feeling of it has changed. I think Morad is doing something so I can’t detect it quite as well as I had been.” Though ever since he’d begun to focus on the sense of the irritant in his mind, opening himself to the power, his ability to identify that sense had increased. It was still faint, but not nearly as faint as it had been.

      “How is it you didn’t know you were traveling with him?” Thom asked.

      “I didn’t know anything about him.” Hevith glanced back toward Mel’s home. “I didn’t know anything about all of this before recently. Mother should have known, though.”

      “Mother?”

      “A woman with us in the prison. She has a connection to the same power. Others deferred to her, and she said her mentor was the one who created the inestar.”

      “The Movras has taught many over the years, so that’s not altogether helpful. If this Mother didn’t know she had Morad near her, then she must not have been that skilled a student, anyway.”

      Thom motioned for them to get moving. Hevith followed the sense within his mind, staying along the main streets. Now that he could feel that sense within him, he held on to it, using it to fill his sword with the power he needed. The glowing of the blade pushed back the darkness. There was a time when he would have been concerned about the Hith detecting that, but he didn’t think they had any way of doing so.

      “You don’t have to push quite so much,” Thom said.

      “You can see it?”

      “I think anyone with a connection to elaron would be able to see it.” Thom glanced over, his gaze lingering on the glowing blade. “You have strength. I’ll give you that much.”

      “The Hith don’t see it, though.”

      Thom shook his head. They turned a corner, Hevith guiding them. For all of Thom’s objections to coming with him, he stayed alongside as they made their way through the streets, following the sense Hevith had of the power within him. Every so often, he had a sense of others near him, and he realized they were followed, but it seemed to be others with Thom.

      “The Hith don’t have a connection to the elaron, though that doesn’t mean they can’t detect it in other ways. We don’t know quite how their power works, only that what they do is different. A darker sort of magic.”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      “Right. And how did you see it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Thom shrugged. “Only that even the Movras has a difficult time seeing the Hith using their powers on us. You saw it in her home. Without having a connection to the elaron.”

      Hevith thought he understood now why Thom had doubted him—and why the other man would have wanted to come along. He was trying to understand whether Hevith was with the Hith. He still questioned.

      “There’s a darkness around the Hith. When I first encountered them, I noticed it. They use it like vines spreading across the ground.”

      “Vines?”

      “That’s the only way I know how to describe it. The darkness creeps away from them. I can cut through it, but only when the sword glows like this.”

      Thom grunted. “Best you keep moving. And if you see any vines around us, you let me know.”

      Hevith nodded as they turned another corner.

      The farther they went, the more he began to feel the building of pressure within him. It was the sense of the coming power, that of the inestar. And as they neared it, Hevith wondered what would happen when he reached it. He suspected Morad would have many of the Hith protecting it. Were it him, Hevith would have many guarding something like that.

      The night was still deep and dark. Only with the glowing of his blade was he able to navigate through the streets. Without it, he wondered what he might find. The Hith would be able to surprise him, though they might be able to do that now.

      Hevith focused on the feeling within him of the device.

      It was calling to him.

      He tried not to think about what that meant, but there would have to be some reason to detect the device as well as he had been able to. The awareness of it was there within him, but it was more than just having a sense of it. There was something about the way that it called to him.

      That was what bothered him the most.

      Turning another corner, his pace quickened. They were getting closer.

      The buildings were closer together in this section of the city. Many of them looked to be homes, but some were several stories high, taller than what he would have expected of homes. He barely looked around when he took another turn, and were it not for a sign moving softly in the breeze, he might not have given anything a second glance.

      There was no breeze.

      Hevith hesitated.

      When he did, dark tendrils became visible on the ground. They were snaking toward them, dozens of them, and coming from all directions.
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      Power flowed within him. Hevith tried to grasp for it, but found it fleeting, attempting to slip away. Instead of trying to grasp it, he opened himself to the sense within his mind, trying to let it fill him, but even as he did that, there was still something missing.

      It wasn’t until he swiped at the first of the tendrils creeping toward him that he realized what it was.

      Coldan didn’t have any protections.

      Thom’s sword started glowing the moment Hevith swiped at the ground.

      Hevith looked over, staring at Coldan’s sword, trying to will power into it. But that didn’t seem to be how this magic worked. As much as he might want to force power into Coldan’s sword, it wouldn’t take.

      “How many?” Coldan asked.

      “Too many,” Thom whispered.

      “How did they sneak up on us?” Coldan readied his sword, but without any power of his own, it wouldn’t do any good against the Hith magic.

      “I think we snuck up on them.”

      That had been Hevith’s fault. He’d been so focused on the power he could feel and the way the inestar had called to him, he hadn’t been paying attention to anything around him.

      That had to be Morad’s doing. He’d known Hevith was coming.

      More than that, it seemed as if Morad had summoned him.

      Why would he need Hevith?

      It would be about more than Mel. If that were all it was, Morad would be able to find her on his own, using the inestar. Hevith suspected he would have been able to use that device in order to find her and anyone else in the city with power. For whatever reason, Morad wanted Hevith. He had called to him.

      What he needed to know was why.

      “You need to find the power within you,” Thom said, sweeping his sword along the ground. “It’s there. I’ve seen it. Now call to it!”

      Coldan looked over at Hevith. “I don’t know that I have what I need.”

      “You do. I’ve seen it too. You just have to find it,” Hevith said.

      “What happens if I don’t?”

      Hevith swept the sword through the growing tendrils, carving them apart. They disappeared as he did, the blackness retreating. “I don’t know that either of us wants to find out.” He looked over at Coldan, and for the first time since he’d been working with the Firster, there was an expression of fear on his face. This was a man who had willingly come with Hevith, knowing the dangers, and now that they were facing those dangers, and now that they had to confront the reality of the dark magic the Hith possessed, he understood why Coldan would struggle.

      “Here,” he said, handing Coldan his sword.

      The Firster took it, a confused look on his face. It still glowed for him. Hevith took Coldan’s sword and pushed power through it. Thankfully, it worked. The sword began to glow, taking on the energy of the elaron.

      They went to work.

      Both of them joined Thom as they carved through the tendrils of darkness.

      Hevith could see them clearly but wondered what the other two were able to see. Did they detect the same tendrils that he did? Thom had said it was harder for him to perceive them, but perhaps that was only when he wasn’t calling upon power. Now that he had the power of Callah flowing through his blade, the Hith were more visible.

      Something jumped in front of him.

      Hevith swung.

      The motion was smooth, powered by his connection to Callah, and he carved through the nearest of the Hith. The man went down silently.

      There were others.

      They hurried forward.

      Hevith focused on each attacker, one at a time.

      With each one, he noticed the streamers of power coming from them first, and then the vague outline of the figure followed. It was difficult to make much out, but he held on to the sword, trying to be prepared for each attack.

      The Hith were relentless, and from what Hevith could tell, his group was heavily outnumbered.

      Thom was forced back, and Hevith and Coldan joined him.

      They reached the intersecting street.

      When they did, the drawing of the inestar flooded Hevith, pulling him forward. But the Hith were there, blocking him from moving too much farther. If he could fight through them…

      That seemed to be what the inestar—or Morad, as he was likely controlling it—wanted him to do. It wanted him to move forward, to risk himself, and throw himself at the Hith.

      Hevith had to fight the urge.

      It was more difficult than he would have expected.

      As he looked around the street, he could see more and more of the tendrils. They continued creeping toward them, and it took everything he was able to do, all of his focus, to be able to cut through them. It was another distraction.

      How many more would there be like it?

      “We can’t go that way,” Hevith said.

      “Not if we want to live,” Thom agreed.

      “The drawing of the inestar is there, but I think it’s a trap. I can feel it, but I think I can feel it because Morad wants me to feel it.”

      Thom looked over. “Then he doesn’t want you going a different direction.”

      “Either that, or he needs me for something.”

      “Why would he need you?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith shook his head. “I’ve been trying to come up with some reason, but there doesn’t seem to be one. Whatever he needs me for is tied to the inestar, but I wasn’t able to do anything with it when I encountered it.”

      He might be able now. With what he could see and feel, he wondered if he might be able to call upon enough strength that would let him do what he needed to the inestar. It might be valuable, and it might be something Mel had made to bring the Jahor together, but it was also dangerous and risked them getting attacked by people like Morad.

      “Come on,” Thom said.

      He motioned for them to follow. Hevith raced after him, pausing every so often to carve through the tendrils, though he didn’t know if that even mattered. The farther they got from the greatest pull of the inestar, the thinner the tendrils became until they were no more. They had outrun the Hith.

      That surprised him. Why wouldn’t the Hith give chase if they were after them and wanted to capture him or Mel?

      All of this left him concerned that Morad planned something, and he had no idea what the man intended. This had to be about Mel—that was who Morad had wanted to know about—but perhaps it was more than Mel.

      He turned a corner, and a small group of people suddenly appeared.

      Soldiers—but they didn’t appear to be Hith.

      From what he could tell, they were with Thom. They had the same curved swords and a hint of the strange clothing that suggested they tried to pass themselves off as Hith, but they didn’t have the same appearance.

      “Damn,” Thom whispered.

      “Who are they?” Coldan asked.

      “Mine,” Thom said. “And they’re not supposed to be here.” He strode forward, raising a hand. “Karsten. What can you report?”

      Karsten was a slender woman off to the side. Though she was dressed like the Hith, her brown hair and slight build wouldn’t allow her to pass as a Hith. She swept her gaze over Hevith and then Coldan, lingering on him a moment longer before turning her attention fully to Thom. Even when she did, she somehow watched all around her at the same time.

      “There’s been movement. We’ve coordinated the way you wanted.”

      “If you did it the way I wanted, you wouldn’t be in this section.”

      A pale white light began to glow from Karsten as she turned toward him. “If your plan was any good, we wouldn’t have to be. We’ve encountered nearly a dozen of them only a few blocks from here.”

      “Which way?” Hevith asked.

      She glanced from Hevith to Thom, who nodded. “North.”

      That was the opposite from the way they’d come.

      Clusters of Hith. That had to matter, but Hevith wasn’t sure why.

      “We should have that area under our control.”

      “We will,” Karsten said.

      “What’s the problem?” Hevith asked.

      Thom looked over at him. “It doesn’t matter with what you intend.”

      “It matters. What is it?”

      “We had parts of the city secured. If Karsten and her people are here, it means we lost that control.”

      “What about the people there?” Coldan asked.

      “They’re hiding,” Karsten said.

      “How many?” Hevith asked.

      The other woman watched him. “It’s not your problem.”

      “How many?”

      “A few hundred.”

      Hevith’s mouth went dry. A few hundred?

      “All Jahor?” he asked.

      “What’s this about?” Karsten asked Thom.

      “This is about the Movras and a plan she’s working on.”

      “And who is he?”

      “Someone who thinks too highly of himself.” Thom marched away, reaching the end of the section of the street. A hint of a glow radiated off him as he used his ability, though Hevith didn’t know what he was doing or why he’d be pulling on that power. What did he hope to detect?

      “How long will they be safe?” Hevith asked Karsten.

      She’d started to turn away from him, putting her attention back on the others with her, but she paused and looked at him. “Safe? We’re talking about the Hith. None of our people are safe when it comes to them.”

      Hevith glanced at Coldan.

      “I can tell what you’re thinking,” he said.

      “We need to help.”

      “What makes you think we can?”

      “There are five of them. Eight if the three of us help.”

      “Still a dozen Hith.”

      Hevith shrugged.

      “That’s not what you came to the city for.”

      It wasn’t, and he could feel the way the inestar lingered in his mind. It was there, pulling on him, but as he looked at these people—soldiers, he had to believe—they needed something as well. There were too many people trapped. If he could do something—and Hevith believed that he could—then didn’t he need to try?

      They were Jahor.

      His people.

      It was no different than in the prison yard. He had led them. He would continue to lead them.

      “Let’s go,” he said to Karsten.

      “What was that?”

      “Let’s go. We’re going to help you secure your people.”

      Thom turned and watched him. “You have a different mission.”

      “Maybe, but we can help each other while we’re working. Unless you don’t want my help.”

      The other man flicked his gaze past Hevith, to Karsten, and nodded.

      “There are too many. A dozen Hith,” she said. “That’s more than we can take on. We can’t even see most of them. We just know they’re there because of the traps we’ve set.”

      Traps to detect the Hith would be useful, especially if they encountered them while trying to navigate in other areas. And Thom and his people knew how to set traps like that?

      “We’ll help.”

      “I’m sure your offer is generous, but what we need is—”

      “Him.” Thom whistled softly. The other soldiers all hurried forward, joining him. “Not sure what we can do, but if there are a few hundred people trapped there, then we need to do what we can to get to them. Are you going to lead us?”

      Karsten looked over at Hevith, shaking her head, before unsheathing her sword. With a nod, she started down the street.

      When they’d been coming in this direction, there had been a fading awareness of the Hith. The darkness they used, the tendrils that swept out before them, had started to dissipate, leading Hevith to think they were getting farther from the Hith.

      Now with each passing moment, he could feel the Hith begin to press upon them again. It started slowly. At first, it was little more than a thickening of the shadows. A bit of density that hadn’t been there before. The streetlights were dimmer, not nearly as powerful as they had been. Then even that didn’t seem to be the same.

      Streamers of dark swept across the street.

      Hevith found himself stepping over the tendrils, not wanting them to touch him. He had no idea whether it would make a difference or not, only that he didn’t want to be touched by the Hith power if he could avoid it. The others seemed not to notice it, and several of the soldiers marched right through them.

      The tendrils started turning toward them.

      It was how the Hith knew they were coming.

      Hevith was tempted to cut through them, but he wondered if they would know he’d done that, too. It might be better to avoid it, but avoiding it might take something he wasn’t sure they had.

      What if they used the power of Callah?

      Not to cut through the tendrils, but to push them away.

      He focused on that connection deep in his mind. Hevith kept returning to it, thinking about that power. Each time that he did, he wondered if he would find the power fading over time, but it never seemed to. There was a question of whether he was drawing on the elaron or on something else. Maybe that didn’t even matter.

      Light surged in his sword.

      Hevith lowered it to the ground and tried to push the light out through the end of the sword. If it even worked, pushing out like that would be an uncontrolled use of power. It might drain him more than he wanted.

      “What’re you doing?” Coldan asked.

      Karsten watched him.

      “Just trying to find a way to keep them from knowing how many we’ve got coming.”

      “How would they know?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith pointed to the ground. “If you pay attention, you can see their influence. It’s subtle, but it’s there.”

      Coldan looked down and frowned. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Just focus,” Hevith said.

      He had no idea if focusing would even matter, only that he had to think there would be some way to see that power if they paid attention. He could see the tendrils clearly, at least now that he knew they were here. With the light flowing from the end of the sword, he could make them out even more easily. As he had hoped, the dark tendrils seemed to withdraw from the light, as if pushed away.

      Hopefully, the Hith wouldn’t know why they withdrew. He suspected they were aware of it when the soldiers marched through them, and he suspected they knew when he cut through them, but this was different. The tendrils looked like worms changing directions, probing in another way, searching for someplace else to burrow.

      Karsten turned to Thom. “Who is this?”

      “I told you who this is.”

      “You told me he has something he’s working on, but how is he able to see what he claims? We’ve trained for months, some of us for years, and we can’t see what he’s describing.”

      “That’s why the Movras agreed to his offer of help.”

      She looked over at him, but Hevith didn’t have any answers.

      How could he see what he was able to see?

      It was the power of Callah. At least, that was what he thought, but he’d seen the way Karsten could glow, and he knew what Thom was capable of doing. They had the same power that he had, and if they weren’t able to see the Hith magic, then why was it that he could?

      Perhaps it was that his connection to this power was different. That might be what mattered. Perhaps it was something else.

      Morad.

      Could he have sensitized Hevith?

      “I traveled with Morad,” Hevith said.

      It had to be more than just traveling with him. Morad had started to train him. Not out of choice, only as his way of maintaining his cover, but could it be that by training Hevith, he had revealed some aspect of the Hith magic?

      The darkness started to shift.

      It was turning toward them.

      Hevith pushed outward, trying to use what he could of the power to push the tendrils away from them, but it seemed that they were overpowering what he could do…

      So much for the belief the Hith weren’t aware of him.

      “We have to move,” he said.

      He pushed forward, but Karsten didn’t go anywhere.

      “They know we’re here.”

      “Because of you?”

      “I’m not with them.” One particularly large tendril started to sweep toward him and he dragged his sword around, trying to cut through it. This one probed toward him, as if reaching for him.

      Hevith attempted to ignore it, but the power behind it was more than he could withstand. It was heading toward Karsten.

      Hevith slammed into her, knocking her to the ground.

      She rolled to her feet, spinning so that she could get up, and then swept her sword toward him.

      Hevith ignored it.

      The only thing he could focus on was the thickness of that band coming in their direction. It was almost too much to withstand. Too powerful.

      He backed away from it, but realized that was a mistake as well.

      There were others.

      The tendrils of darkness began to swirl around the street. Each of them were more than what he’d seen before, and each of them seemed to hold on to a considerable type of power. If they did nothing, he had a sense that those tendrils would begin to work all around them and would eventually touch them. There was something sinister about them that suggested to Hevith that they didn’t want that result.

      Focusing on the power deep in his mind, he opened himself to it.

      This time, he tried to embrace it in a way that he hadn’t before. He needed to let that power fill him. To enable it to pour out from him. To connect to it in such a way that he could feel that power and use it.

      What had Mel said?

      It wasn’t his power.

      It was borrowed.

      What he needed was to borrow that power.

      Not just reach for it for himself, but to find something within himself so he could use it, could bring it out from himself, and so he could let it fill his sword. With his sword, he could cut through the darkness around him.

      Karsten stalked toward him, but he ignored her.

      Coldan positioned himself in between Karsten and Hevith. “Do whatever it is you’re intending. I can see you’re trying to do something.”

      Hevith nodded.

      The power flowed from him.

      It was there, touching him, filling him, the connection to something greater than himself.

      The Hith influence was significant, though, and with each passing moment, he could feel the way they were trying to push their power out upon the world. He needed to find a way to overcome what they were trying to do. The key was what was buried in his mind, that power the inestar connected to—or had awoken.

      Hevith darted forward.

      He thought of the connection, the way he was full of the power he could detect, and let that energy escape from the sword as he swept it through the ever-thickening bands.

      The Hith nearest to him collapsed.

      When it did, there came a strange hiss of air, almost as if the dissipation of power left a void. Hevith would have to fill that void.

      He pushed outward, holding on to the connection he had, using that of the sword, that of the elaron, and a sense of cold came sweeping through him.

      Power.

      It was different than what he’d felt before. This power was the power he’d known when he’d been injured. The power that he’d known when he was trying to heal. The same power that he’d felt from others, but he’d never had any control over on his own. This time, he didn’t necessarily have control, but he thought that he knew what needed to happen. He knew what he needed to do and what it would take to do it.

      Hevith was connected.

      That energy was a part of him. It was someplace in his mind, but it was deeper than that. Ancient. A part of him, a part of who he was. All he had to do was to reach for it and let it flow through him.

      It was simple.

      The sword blazed brightly.

      When he swept it down, he carved through another of the thick vines of Hith magic.

      This time, there was movement behind it.

      The Hith had been here. Hidden. They had used this power to mask themselves, and by cutting through it, he revealed them.

      Karsten and the others with her turned to fight.

      He had turned away from one Hith fight, and now he was in the middle of another. This one was a fight that he needed to be a part of. There were others here, others who needed them to save them. Others who might not be able to reach for this power, but who were still connected to it.

      That was the key.

      The power was borrowed.

      It wasn’t his power.

      It was all of theirs.

      That would be why he felt the strength when trying to protect them. He was supposed to protect them.

      The soldiers attacked the Hith with a renewed vigor, slashing into them, sweeping their swords toward the Hith in the kind of violent battle that Hevith could barely keep straight. Most of the soldiers were incredibly skilled, and they engaged the Hith in an attack that kept them away.

      The darkness all around began to fade.

      It didn’t disappear entirely, but the thick vines Hevith had been dealing with started to retreat, leaving little more than a hint of the color all around him.

      Coldan had disappeared.

      Somewhere in the last few moments, he’d been caught by the attack and now had disappeared from the small space where the Hith were found.

      Hevith searched for him, craning his neck as he looked around the street. The power flowed through him, through the sword, and outward. The blade glowed with a bright light, blazing with an intensity that was connected to the deepest part of his mind. With each passing moment, he could feel that irritation in the back of his mind persisting, trying to gain his attention, to connect to him—and through him.

      Several of the soldiers had fallen.

      Hevith found Karsten battling with two of the Hith, struggling to keep up with her attack as she swept her sword around, striking through the Hith and keeping them from getting too close. There were too many.

      They pressed upon her.

      Hevith joined her. For a moment, Karsten glanced over at him before she resumed her attack. They battled back to back, Hevith sweeping his curved blade in sweeping arcs, though he didn’t have the same skill as Karsten. Her moves were compact and masterful, whereas he had nothing but a controlled sort of chaos to how he fought. It still pushed the Hith back, and because of his attack, they were able to keep the soldiers from them—for now—but he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to hold out.

      Though he had thought the vines surrounding them were starting to fade, the darkness swirled toward them again.

      There were no other soldiers around them. Just him and Karsten. Even Thom had disappeared.

      Hevith battled.

      He needed some way of overcoming the darkness and preventing this attack from reaching him. More than anything else, he wanted to keep the Hith away, to keep them from succeeding, to reclaim the Jahor’s control of the inestar.

      As the thick bands of the vines continued to squeeze around him, he started to focus on them more than he did on the Hith.

      That was a mistake. They were connected, Hith and the tendrils of their dark power. He couldn’t fight one without fighting the other. If he left one alone, targeting the other, he was forced back.

      He spun.

      Karsten was gone.

      It was only Hevith.

      The darkness swirled around him.

      Tendrils of dark power worked toward him.

      Though he tried to sweep through those tendrils, to avoid the Hith attack, there wasn’t anything he could do to overpower it.

      They pushed forward.

      After everything that he’d been through, all of the attacks he had faced, this would be how he would fall?

      Hevith fought with a renewed focus, trying to find the anger within him and to let that out. It built slowly, like a flame building slowly. For a moment, that seemed to work, and he seemed to find a way to push back the tendrils. The sword blazed with a dark intensity. Each time he swung, he knocked one of the thick tendrils of power away from him, slicing it down, but then it returned. Everything he attempted failed.

      There wasn’t anyplace for him to go. He wanted to back away, to find someplace to run, but the vines of Hith magic swirled around him.

      There weren’t even any of the Hith visible.

      That was their magic. A trick. Nothing more.

      Hevith had to overcome that.

      If he could, then he would have a chance to reveal his attackers. For all he knew, the others with him were still there and fighting and the Hith magic had only obscured them, nothing more than that.

      Without knowing where they were, he wasn’t able to fight.

      He tried embracing that power deep in his mind, but there wasn’t anything to it that he could call. That sense was there, though it was buried, as if what the Hith were doing to him sealed off his connection to power.

      Hevith raged against it, straining, but there wasn’t anything that he could do.

      The power closed in on him. The heat burned through him.

      Then the flickering power within the sword blinked out.
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      The clearing looked different in the daylight. The bodies in the other two places had been no different than any of the others we’d come across; only the one where I’d had to force my way free seemed to have a different energy in the air than the others.

      The clearing where I’d found the living felt off today. That might only be my impression of it after what I’d experienced, but it might be something to do with the power that had been used here the night before.

      “This is where they were?” Coldan looked around the entirety of the clearing. He held his sword unsheathed, the same as he had at the other locations. He’d been on edge ever since I’d told him about what I’d encountered, though it was an edge I shared.

      “The three of them were here. Bound like the others.”

      “We don’t even know where they’re from yet.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll keep working with them.”

      “If you don’t understand the language, then how do you expect to find where they’re from?”

      “I’ll find a way.”

      It might involve using the Place of Knowing, but since the Trilan had attacked me there, I’d been hesitant to return. I thought I could control the power in that place well enough to keep myself safe, but he’d proven that I didn’t know nearly as much as I had thought about the Place of Knowing.

      Making a steady circuit around the clearing, I focused on what I could detect of the elaron. In the time since the attack, I’d held on to the power I’d drawn away, keeping it within myself, holding it as tightly as I could. There was a danger it would begin to seep out despite what I attempted.

      “We need to find the chalice,” I said.

      That had been missing, much as I’d feared. We didn’t know what had happened with it, only that it, and the power stored within it, were gone.

      Which meant that someone in the fortress had taken it.

      Neither Coldan nor I knew who it could be. There weren’t many who knew about it, though it was possible that someone else had discovered it by sensing the power within it.

      “We have to consider the possibility that we have a traitor among us,” he said.

      “With everything we’ve been through?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Even then. We don’t know what the Hith would have required of those who would serve them.”

      “I’ll help with the search,” I said.

      “I don’t know if you should. You might be too close to it.”

      Frowning at him while pushing out a hint of power, I shook my head. “I’m not too close to it. I’m as close as I need to be.”

      “Which might be too close. Listen, Hevith. You’re the one who has been trying to work with everyone in the fortress. What if someone there is attempting to mislead us? The fortress is obviously important to the Trilan for him to go through all of this, but we don’t even know why. Don’t you think we should figure that out? Let me find the traitor.”

      We didn’t know everyone who was in the fortress all that well. There had been those who were captives when we’d arrived, and there were those who had come afterward. We’d tried to go through them to see if there was anyone we had to be concerned by, but the more we looked, the less convinced I was we had any answer.

      And I wanted to trust them.

      That was the part that troubled me. Everyone in the fortress had the ability to use the elaron. Because of that, I wanted to believe they wouldn’t betray their people, but what did I really know about them?

      I knew those I’d been teaching.

      Could any of them be involved?

      I didn’t think so, though Erich had challenged me in a way I hadn’t been in years.

      “The Trilan is setting something up out here, Coldan. We don’t know what it is, and we don’t have any way of talking to those who have been involved. We need to figure it out—but I don’t know how.”

      “It’s more than that. If there’s someone on the inside of the fortress, we have to know what the Trilan has asked of him.”

      “Him?”

      “Or her.”

      “Not Shae,” I said.

      “I don’t think so, but she was brought here, and they had her inside the fortress. They didn’t have any others inside the fortress at that time.”

      I didn’t think it would be Shae, but then, Coldan was right. Perhaps I was too close to all of this. With as much as we’d gone through, I wanted nothing more than to believe those who had come to us for safety. And if I couldn’t believe them…

      “Can you question them?”

      “I’ve already started, but I don’t know that we’ll find any answers.”

      “We have to find something.”

      “I don’t disagree, I’m just saying—”

      “I know what you’re saying.”

      Letting some of the elaron sweep out from me, I detected nothing. Whatever had almost happened here had been halted in time to prevent any significant damage, but what were they after?

      The feeling of the elaron didn’t help.

      I needed to see if there was anything I could detect of the ne’rash, but I didn’t want to unleash that while holding on to the extra elaron.

      “I’m heading back,” I said to Coldan.

      “Already?”

      “I don’t detect anything. Whatever is here is beyond me.”

      He watched me a moment before nodding. “I think I need to stay here a little longer. I want to go look at the other sites again.”

      “If you want me to stay, I will.”

      “You don’t need to. Do what you think will get us the answers we need.”

      I lingered a moment before winding my way through the forest and back toward the fortress. There was power in the air, though some of that was from me holding on to as much of the elaron as I did. The rest of it seemed to come from whatever had been done the night before.

      I paused a moment near the second site and focused on what I could detect. The bodies remained—we had wanted to leave them so we could see if we might discover something from them—but in the daylight, they were less horrifying than they had been at night. I lingered a moment before turning away.

      I reached the fortress about midday. The sun started to peek out from the clouds, giving a brightness, though not much warmth. Passing through the gates, I reached the garden and paused. The gardeners were active. The arrangement of the flowers required drawing upon the elaron, which left me wondering if that wasn’t part of the intent behind it. What if the Trilan’s person was here in the garden, using this place as a way to mask what they were doing?

      That was unlikely. From my conversations with the gardeners, I believed they worked to create the garden to give this space a sense of beauty, not because they tried to hide something from us.

      The Trilan would want me to doubt those who worked with me. That would suit his goals and would inspire me to question everyone.

      I had to fight that urge.

      There was no point in doubting everyone. Most of the people here wanted nothing more than to better understand the nature of their power. That was why so many of them had willingly remained, and why many had wanted to create this space as a means of having a home they had not before.

      Heading into the fortress, I made my way to the second floor, my gaze skimming over the statues and everything left in the hallway. There were portraits as well, though none of them had much meaning to me. They must have mattered to the Hith, as they hadn’t been destroyed, though I wondered why. From what I had learned of them over the years, the Hith cared about nothing.

      Stopping in front of the room holding the three captives, I nodded to Onar, the older man Coldan had left in charge here. He carried a curved sword and I’d heard he was skilled with it.

      “How have they been?”

      “Quiet.”

      “You haven’t heard anything from them?”

      “They don’t speak. I keep waiting to try and see if I can understand any of their language, but I’ve not been able to determine anything.”

      I hadn’t expected he would, but I smiled at him and nodded. It was better that he think his attempt to understand what they might say would be valuable. And it was possible he might pick up on something others had missed. I shouldn’t discount that possibility, however unlikely it might be.

      Pushing open the door, I looked at the three people here. They had a similar appearance, all with dark complexions and hair. One was an older man, streaks of gray forming in his hair, while another was a woman about the same age. The third was a girl who couldn’t have been much younger than I was when I had been imprisoned here.

      The room was simple, and we’d pulled anything of value out of it until we had a better sense of who these people were and what they might be after. I wasn’t sure if they were even after anything, but there was the possibility that they’d come willingly, serving the Trilan in that way.

      They each had a chair, though none of them sat on them. An extra stool rested along the wall. They looked at me, though I couldn’t tell anything from their expressions.

      “My name is Hevith Alaster. Do you speak Lar’ath?”

      It was the most common language used in these lands, but they looked at me as if I were asking them something impossible.

      Not Lar’ath.

      “What about Jnar?” Rarer than Lar’ath, though Jnar would be found in some of the neighboring lands. I had familiarity with it, though I wasn’t sure if I knew enough to speak it clearly with them if it were needed.

      They still stared.

      “Gaor? Blithin? Ohaolan?” Each of those would be increasingly unlikely in these lands, but they were languages I had a passing familiarity with. If it came down to using one of those languages in order to get some information from them, then I would at least be able to do that.

      “None of them.” I grabbed the extra stool and took a seat.

      Breathing out, I knew I’d have to find some way of reaching them, only I didn’t know what that was going to take. The other possibility was reaching the Place of Knowing. Language didn’t matter quite as much there.

      “Why are you here?”

      I watched them, looking for any sign of recognition.

      There was none.

      Switching languages, I repeated the question.

      I did it over and over with each language I knew, watching each of them as I did. As I progressed, I began to doubt I’d find anything from any of them, but if there was something that they recognized, or if they were trying to pretend not to be able to speak, then I wanted to know.

      “Did the Trilan send you?”

      Again, I repeated it in as many of the languages as I knew. None of them seemed to recognize the question.

      Changing course, I tried something else. “Are you hungry?”

      This time, as I said it in each of the languages, I mimed eating.

      The girl touched her stomach.

      I smiled at her. “I’ll get you food.”

      Standing, I dragged the stool out of the room and set it in front of the door on the other side.

      “Did you find anything?” Onar asked.

      “Other than that the youngest of them is hungry?” I shook my head.

      “That’s more than we’ve been able to determine.” He glanced at the stool. “I can stand. Better to stay vigilant.”

      “That’s not for you. It’s for me.”

      “You’re going to stay guard?”

      I smiled at him. “Not exactly. There’s something I need to do, and the only way I can see if it will work is by being close to them. It might not be effective, but when I do it, I’m placed in a bit of a sensitive situation.” Now that I said it aloud, I wondered if perhaps I should wait for Coldan to return rather than having Onar with me.

      “I’ll watch over you.”

      I had to trust. If I couldn’t, then the Trilan would win before we ever faced him. That was what he wanted, and I wasn’t going to give him that.

      Taking a seat, I closed my eyes and focused.

      Reaching the Place of Knowing was easy this time. Partly that had to do with how I held on to borrowed power. I stepped into the Place of Knowing quickly, forming the fortress around me.

      Within that, I stepped into the nearby room.

      There was no one here yet. The next part would be pulling one of the three into the Place of Knowing and seeing if there was any way that I might be able to speak to them.

      Language didn’t matter here. It shouldn’t, at least.

      I searched for the energy of the other three. I could feel them nearby, though I couldn’t reach them quite yet. I would have to delve into the depths of my mind in order to summon the necessary power, and even when I did, I didn’t know if that would pull them forward the way I wanted.

      There was a sense of them.

      It was faint, almost as if I weren’t supposed to know that it was there. I focused on one of them in particular. The younger girl would be the easiest to reach.

      I could feel her, and I pulled her into the Place of Knowing.

      The transition was quick, hopefully quick enough that she wouldn’t realize anything had happened. I had formed the image of the fortress around us, and using that should shield her from the questions she would have.

      She appeared in front of me, still sitting on the floor.

      I tried to make the details such that she would notice nothing different from what she had known, but I didn’t know whether I had done so as effectively as I wanted.

      She blinked and looked up at me.

      “Do you understand me?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened but she said nothing.

      Smiling tightly, I settled to the ground in front of her. There was no movement when it came to this place, not really, but there was a sense of power and it required I use that power to hold her here.

      In the outside world, she would look as if she went to sleep. That was for the best, though if she had done so upright, it could come across as unnatural.

      “You do understand me.”

      “How?” Her voice was a soft whisper. She looked around. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the same place you were before.”

      “I’m not, or Jan and Telly would be with me.”

      “Are they your parents?”

      She turned back to me, frowning. “No.”

      “Who are they?”

      She watched me, and with each passing moment, I had a sense that something changed for her. It was almost as if she had an increased strength. “You’re doing this, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “Doing what?”

      “You’re holding me here.”

      “Where do you think you are?”

      She watched me and shifted so that she was on her knees, resting her hands on her thighs. There was something within her that looked coiled, almost as if to ready to strike.

      “You pulled me from the fortress.” She seemed to struggle with that word. Perhaps there wasn’t a similar word in her language, or she didn’t know what to call it.

      “You’re still in the fortress. Your mind is here.”

      Her eyes widened again. “You’re a sorcerer.”

      I smiled tightly. “Not a sorcerer, but I have some power. This is a place of the mind, someplace where I could speak to you and you could understand.” Leaning toward her, I watched her expression.

      “If you’ve pulled me from my body, then you’re a sorcerer.”

      “Do you have experience with sorcerers?”

      Could that be her fear?

      Perhaps she did know the Trilan, though maybe by a different name—and a different phrase. I’d only known him in one way, but that didn’t mean that others knew him in the same manner. Given my experience with him, it was possible that she had a different one.

      “They want to control.”

      She said it softly. Afraid.

      I watched her, though suspicion remained within me. It shouldn’t. She’d been bound, along with the other two, and if whoever had brought them to the clearing had their way, they would have been attacked, turned to little more than husks.

      What I needed to know was not only who was responsible, but why they would have brought them here. Would she know that? Even if she did, given the fear I sensed within her, it was possible that she wouldn’t share.

      “There’s one who wants to control. He’s attacking me and my people.”

      “Are you their king?”

      “Not their king. A leader of sorts. We’ve been attacked by a man with considerable power. We’ve been trying to keep him from harming us, but he keeps attacking.”

      “Why do you have me here?”

      “Because you were found with the others. What did they intend to do to you?”

      She shook her head. “We haven’t attacked your people.” She rocked in place as she said it, her eyes tilted down. There was a nervous energy within her, but there was something else I couldn’t quite place.

      I found myself rocking in time with what she was doing. Maybe if I mimicked her movements, she’d relax enough to be able to share what she’d experienced, though I didn’t know if it were possible.

      “When I found you last night—”

      “You found us?”

      I nodded, frowning to myself. How had she not known? Granted, it had been dark, and with what they must have been through, it was possible that she hadn’t been able to keep track of everything. But I’d been the one to guide them to the fortress, to guide them to this room, and I’d been the one who had held them here.

      “I found you outside in the forest. You were bound to the others. I don’t know what they intended, but I suspect it was something terrible.”

      The girl continued to rock in place.

      I waited for her to say something, but she was silent.

      “Do you know who was responsible for what happened?” There was no answer. “Was it someone known as the Trilan?”

      With that, she looked up.

      Her entire expression, her demeanor, changed.

      There was power within her.

      I pulled on the elaron I still borrowed, filling myself with it.

      Had I not, I wasn’t sure what would have happened.

      She lashed out at me. The attack was quick and filled with some power that was different than that of the elaron or the ne’rash.

      “You made a mistake challenging him.”

      I stood and backed away. The power she held was significant.

      And here I thought she’d been helpless.

      Another great power of the world.

      One I didn’t know.

      “You came willingly,” I said.

      “You cannot begin to understand.”

      “He killed others like you. Sacrificed them.”

      “Do you think we can be spent so easily? The protections on this land will not last. We have already begun moving through here. Now you have lowered the last of the defenses.”

      What had I done?

      I backed farther away, watching her. She still rocked in place, and with the rocking, there was the ongoing sense of power that had been building.

      She needed to stop moving.

      Using the elaron, I pushed outward, holding her within it.

      When I did, there was a hint of resistance, but that faded as she stopped moving.

      “What were you doing out in the forest?”

      “You have already lost, Hevith Alaster.”

      I took a deep breath. “What does he want?”

      “It’s the same as what we all want. We want what you have within you. What all of you have within you. We will have it.”

      “The elaron.”

      “Power you should not have.”

      She lunged.

      Had I not wrapped her in the power of the elaron, I don’t know whether I would have been able to hold her. As it was, her power was almost more than I could contain within the elaron. Without having drawn that power off the night before—and held it within myself—I don’t know that I would have been able to do what I needed to keep her from reaching me.

      She screamed.

      In the Place of Knowing, the scream was painful, filling my ears, leaving my entire being throbbing. She pressed up against the barrier I held her within, fighting against the elaron. She pushed with incredible force, requiring that I push back.

      Then it faded.

      She faded.

      With a flash of power, she disappeared from the Place of Knowing.

      I took a deep breath, steadying myself, and stepped free from the Place of Knowing.

      Even as I did, I knew something was amiss.

      Onar was there next to me, watching the door, but a feeling came to me through the elaron.

      The others were gone.
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      Darkness.

      That was all Hevith knew.

      It surrounded him.

      There wasn’t anything he could do against that darkness. It was as if he were in the darkest of nights, with nothing around him. Even the beating of his heart was muted so that he couldn’t hear it. His breathing was diminished.

      Nothing.

      Hevith tried to fight, but he couldn’t even tell where his arms were. The sword had stopped glowing, leaving him trapped where he was. Fighting had done no good anyway, so even if he could use the sword, it might not matter. There was no awareness of the elaron, nothing that he could use to help protect himself.

      There was nothing.

      Hevith tried to focus on what he could detect.

      The burning remained.

      That much had been consistent ever since the Hith had reached him, using their power to push upon him, overwhelming him with the nature of their magic. There wasn’t anything he could do to ignore the heat around him. That sense had continued to build, rising in intensity with each passing moment.

      Now it was constant.

      Hevith ignored it.

      There was no choice but to ignore it. He’d been tormented enough over the last few months that he thought he could withstand it. He knew pain and suffering and he’d lived through both, suffering long enough that he understood it would eventually end. Everything eventually ended.

      Strangely, the longer he felt the overwhelming burning through him, the less it bothered him. It was still there and pushed upon him, a constant attempt at torment, but he was increasingly able to ignore it.

      Could he resist?

      The power of Callah would have to help. That power filled him. Or it had. Hevith no longer knew whether that power was even there.

      All he had was a sense of the pain.

      He had to focus.

      There was that pain in the back of his mind. That irritant. Hevith had come to know it well ever since encountering the inestar. All he had to do was find a way to reconnect to it. That power was still there, even if he couldn’t reach it the way he once would have been able to do.

      He tried focusing on it.

      The vague awareness remained, but the longer he tried to focus, the harder it was to find anything. Hevith knew it was there. It had to be. Only… he couldn’t draw from it as he had before.

      Taking a deep breath, he thought about what he knew.

      If the Hith were around him, they hadn’t moved on him yet. Had they done so, he would have been killed. Seeing as he still breathed—or thought he did—he was still alive. Either they used Hith magic against him, or they hadn’t been able to get to him. Either way, there was an answer still within him.

      That part of his mind. If he could reach for it, connect to the depths he knew were there, then he’d be able to reach for the power that could free him.

      The irritation persisted. It was there, though faint enough that Hevith struggled to connect to it. He couldn’t latch on to it as he wanted.

      Then he felt a stirring.

      For a moment, he thought maybe he was reaching the power he’d been straining for. Then he realized what it was.

      He moved.

      There was movement, but nothing else.

      He didn’t even know how he was moved.

      It was almost as if he were dragged, though when he tried to fight, there wasn’t anything he could do. The attempt to fight failed.

      Panic settled into him.

      If the Hith were going to move him, he had to find a way to fight. He would have to somehow overcome what they were doing to him, but he couldn’t figure out what it would have to be. The power of Callah wasn’t there. Either he wasn’t worried enough about the others to reach it, or the Hith had some way of suppressing his ability to access it.

      The movement persisted.

      Did he even have his sword still?

      He couldn’t tell.

      There was no sense of his arms. Nothing of his legs. Only his mind was active.

      The mind was the part of him that connected to the power of Callah. That was the part he needed to reach. If he could do that, then…

      He had no idea what he might be able to do.

      The Hith had overpowered him already. If he waited too long, and if they continued to push their power on him, then he would lose any ability to draw the power of Callah.

      The movement eased.

      Once again it seemed as if he were hovering in nothingness.

      Worry set in.

      There came a sense of tension, though it was slight.

      That meant his body was still here.

      If he could find it…

      The darkness started to lift.

      Hevith blinked against it, straining to see beyond it. If the darkness lifted, did it mean the Hith were relaxing their touch upon him? He might be able to find his sense of power again.

      The longer the darkness lightened, the more he felt an awareness of something rising within him.

      It was soft and subtle at first, but there was a growing sense of it. With each moment, the irritation that he’d known in the back of his mind began to increase.

      Hevith tried reaching for it, straining to see whether there would be any way to grasp that power, but the longer he did so, the harder it was to know if he was even reaching for the right sense.

      The irritation was definitely there.

      It was the only other sense that he really had.

      If it were there, then he could grasp for it. Hevith wanted to be able to reach it, to call to that sense. If he could…

      Why did it seem as if it were closer?

      The darkness continued to lift.

      As it faded, there was the growing sense of something else near him.

      Not just the lifting of the darkness, but a hint of light that began to glow all around.

      That was a familiar light, but the heat coming from it was not.

      Hevith focused on the light, staring at it.

      There was a subtle pulsing to the light, and it seemed to pulse in time with something buried deep in his mind. As he focused on that, he realized why that irritant felt so different. Closer.

      The inestar was here.

      Where was he?

      “I can see you’ve realized where you are.”

      Hevith tried to turn toward the sound of the voice, but the attempt failed. He wasn’t in control of his body. Either that, or there was power that prevented him from having that control.

      “Morad?”

      At least his voice still worked. Hevith hadn’t known whether it would. As he spoke, he licked his lips, trying to work moisture back into them.

      A soft laughter came from all around him. “All this time and you were right there with me. Here I thought the others were necessary, but they weren’t.”

      “What are you doing?”

      A figure loomed against the light. As Hevith stared, he was better able to make out some of the details. The form of the figure was familiar, though there was no stoop to Morad’s back the way there had been before. He stood tall—much taller than Hevith remembered. Perhaps that was nothing more than his imagination, something that stemmed from the way the light framed him.

      “Do you even know what you helped me find?”

      Morad was only a few steps across from him. He was near enough that Hevith thought he could reach for the man, if only he had any control over himself. There was nothing. Only the feeling of his body having failed him.

      That wasn’t even quite right. It wasn’t as if his body had failed him. It was more that it didn’t respond. That and Hevith wasn’t able to feel anything the way he thought he should. There was nothing. Only the burning.

      “The inestar.”

      Morad took a step toward him.

      Now he no longer looked quite as large as he had, though still taller than Hevith remembered. The man had a distinct odor, and Hevith could smell him now. A strange spice, something Hevith had attributed to the time they’d spent in the prison, but now he had to wonder if it were only Morad and nothing else. He would have had the opportunity to bathe.

      “The inestar. Interesting how they would use the Jahor language to describe something that will destroy them.”

      “Why?”

      Hevith could speak, and that was about it. He felt as if he needed answers. There had to be something he could do, and if he could delay Morad, he had to hope he might be able to find some way of escaping. The problem was that he had no idea what it would involve. Now that he could feel only the power of the Hith magic used on him, he wasn’t sure that there would be any way to escape.

      “The Jahor have failed.”

      Morad took a step closer, near enough that Hevith could feel the pull of magic coming off him. He was the one controlling whatever was happening to Hevith.

      It was strange that he would be so aware of it, but the power seemed to emanate from Morad. It was the heat, and it seemed to pulse in a different phase than the light flickering in front of Hevith, the same flickering he felt in the back of his mind.

      He thought he might be able to use that, but it would involve him finding a way to latch on to it and grab for that power. He didn’t know if he could. That feeling might be there, but as he tried to reach for it, there was something that prevented him. Almost a barrier, though how would he feel that? Better yet, how would Morad have placed a barrier that would prevent him from reaching for the feeling?

      He wanted the strange light to lift in a way that would let him be able to make out more details of Morad, but he couldn’t see anything other than the outline of the man. At least having Morad in front of him gave Hevith a distraction from the sense that was within him. All he wanted was to ignore the pain, to ignore the burning, and find some way to call upon the familiar healing cold of the power of Callah.

      That power wasn’t gone. With the pulsing of the light in front of him, along with the sense in the back of his mind, he didn’t think that power could be gone. It was distant. Faded. Not gone.

      All he had to do was find some way of reaching it.

      Then what?

      Hevith didn’t have any idea what it would take to stop Morad even if he were to reach for that power. He was a master of his strange form of magic. He’d successfully hidden himself among those who had control of the power of Callah. And he now had the inestar.

      Morad laughed. “When you told me your sob story about your family, I knew the truth.”

      “What truth is that?”

      “That you are what I’ve been searching for.”

      Morad took another step forward.

      He was near enough that Hevith could make out the shadows along his face. From here, it seemed as if small tendrils of the Hith magic swirled along his face, changing it.

      With a gasp, he realized that was exactly what had happened.

      It was no wonder Morad had been able to hide among the Jahor. He could alter his appearance. The idea that someone would have that kind of power amazed Hevith. In a different time, he might have marveled at it, but now he only felt anger. Betrayal. This was a man on whose behalf Hevith had fought. He would have done anything to help Morad to safety. Had done anything. And for what? To be betrayed by him?

      “So much of the Jahor have been lost over the years, but there are some who have the purity of the bloodline. The Movras, but even she has been difficult to find.” He stepped closer, and Hevith made out the dark smile spreading across his face. “Until now. I had thought I’d need the Movras for what I wanted, but I won’t. Not with you.” Morad tipped his head off to the side, studying Hevith. “You don’t even understand why you are so valuable to me, do you?”

      “I understand the Hith fear the Jahor.”

      “Your powers are an abomination.”

      There was a darkness in his voice, a rage that Hevith didn’t understand. How could a man who had such obvious power of his own hate the power of the Jahor?

      “You don’t have any power,” he whispered.

      Vicenz.

      That was what Mel had called them.

      Morad stormed toward him. Now he was near enough that Hevith could see him clearly. The tendrils of power snaking across his face were difficult to watch, but they were smaller than the tendrils that he’d faced.

      “There are more kinds of power than you can even imagine.” He turned and motioned somewhere behind him. Hevith wasn’t able to make anything out behind Morad, though it didn’t matter. Hevith thought he knew what the other man motioned toward. “Your people think you can hold on to that power, but we’ve proven otherwise. Now that I’ve proven I can pull that power out of the Jahor, I will continue to use it. Draw that away from you.”

      “Vicenz.”

      Morad laughed. “Yes, though you say it as if I should regret what I am. Instead, you should fear it. I don’t need magic of my own to use the great powers of the world.”

      “You can do whatever you think you need to do to me, but you won’t be able to stop the Jahor. There are too many of us.”

      “Us?” Morad turned toward him. It was difficult for Hevith to look upon the other man’s face. “You claim to be one of the Jahor so fully now? I seem to remember our little talks about how you didn’t know where you belonged.”

      “I seem to remember you sharing with me on our talks,” he said.

      “And what exactly do you think I shared?”

      Hevith struggled to remember what Morad might have shared with him, but there was something to what the other man had said. Understanding Morad better would be useful in dealing with him, but Hevith had to find that insight first.

      There wasn’t much. Morad had kept to himself. When Hevith had been training, the other man had been reserved. At the time, Hevith had believed it was because Morad didn’t care for him, and that might have been all that it was, but it was possible there was another reason.

      There had been a feeling that Morad had failed.

      That wasn’t something he would have created to maintain his cover as one of the Jahor. That was real.

      And failure was something he could use.

      “What didn’t you accomplish what you wanted to do?” Hevith asked.

      “What was that?”

      Hevith looked over at him, watching Morad. “You failed. That’s why you’ve been so determined to find the inestar.”

      With that realization came another.

      Not only had he failed, but there had been a fear of failure.

      Mel had believed Morad was the one they had to fear, but if Morad feared failure, it was because he served someone else.

      “You know nothing, Hevith. You’ve been sheltered from the war. You’ve seen nothing of it. And now when it has come to you, you think you understand aspects that you cannot.”

      Hevith stared. “I understand a man’s fear. You showed it to me.” When Morad took a step toward him, Hevith only shook his head. “Had I not been imprisoned in the yard, perhaps I wouldn’t have known it the way that I do. Perhaps I wouldn’t have known how to reach the power of Callah, but you and your people showed me who I was.”

      “You are nothing. A volatar.”

      It was the second time he’d called Hevith that. “What is that?”

      “A word from my homeland that means ‘one who is nothing.’”

      Hevith looked at him. The glowing light behind him continued to pulse, but now that he was aware of how it was pulsing, the way that power seemed to fluctuate in time with what he detected in the back of his mind, he thought that he could use it. It wasn’t as if his connection to the Jahor side of him, that link to the power of Callah, had disappeared. It was still there.

      And from the light, and from knowing that Morad thought the inestar would draw his power off, he thought he understood what it was. That was the reason for the glowing light. The reason for the pulsing in the back of his mind. That sense was there.

      It was the inestar.

      Though it might be trying to pull upon his power, it was still there. The inestar had done something else when he’d been around it. It had awoken some part of him.

      Now that he was here, he could feel the way the inestar was pulsing.

      It was doing so in time with him.

      Not only because it was trying to pull power off, but because he was Jahor.

      Hevith closed his eyes.

      When he did, he shut out Morad. He shut out the sense of the strange pulsing light. He shut out the irritant in the back of his mind. There was only himself.

      And that was enough.

      It would have to be enough.

      He held on to that awareness.

      When he did, he tried to think of everything that he’d been through. Everything that had brought him to this point. All of it had guided him, changing him, turning him from the innocent child he’d been to the man he was now.

      War.

      That was what this was.

      But that wasn’t what he wanted.

      None of the Jahor wanted war.

      Mel and the others had been training, but they’d done so out of necessity. They had fought because they had no other choice. As much as they wanted peace, in order to find that peace, they would have to fight.

      That was what they had believed.

      The inestar was designed to help. It should have helped to bring them together. To bridge the Jahor. To find some way to call their people to one place and fight if it were necessary.

      Now Morad would use that against them.

      Hevith could feel the way the inestar pulled on him.

      The feeling was there, powerful now that he knew what it was. It was drawing power from him, but it wasn’t what was painful. What was painful was the way Morad held him using the Hith magic. The burning was caused by the other man.

      That was what he had to fight. The only challenge was in finding some way to do so.

      Taking a deep breath, Hevith ignored Morad. He ignored the way the inestar pulled on him. He ignored everything he could, focusing instead on the sense of himself.

      There was power in him.

      That was what Mel wanted him to acknowledge first.

      Hevith had thought he had acknowledged it, but what he was aware of now was something different. There was power, but there was something else to it that he thought he should be able to understand. If he could recognize that power, if he could find a way to hold on to that sense of himself, then he wouldn’t have to worry about the Hith and what they might do to him.

      Even if they did drain power from him, it didn’t damage him. It couldn’t. The power Hevith was able to reach was different, and it wouldn’t be able to be siphoned off. What he had was something deeper than that. An energy that connected him to something greater. Perhaps a god, though Hevith didn’t know, and didn’t know if it mattered.

      Now that he felt the inestar, he thought he understood what he had to do.

      Morad was near. Close enough that Hevith could smell him.

      He couldn’t move, but that wasn’t the point.

      Coldan and the others were soldiers. The Firsters. The Order. They were fighters.

      Hevith didn’t know what he was meant to be—not yet—but he didn’t think it was a soldier. The nature of his connection to the power wasn’t meant for that, though he could use it that way if it were necessary.

      He might have trained to fight, but he wasn’t a fighter.

      It was time for him to figure out what he was.

      The power pulsed again.

      It triggered something inside of him.

      He pulsed with it.

      There was a reverberation.

      With it, Hevith knew what he needed to do.

      Rather than fighting the pull of power from the inestar, he relaxed.

      Then he pushed.
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      Power flowed out from Hevith. He held on to it, aware of how it was exploding from him. Here he’d thought that he didn’t have the connection to power that he once had, that Morad had somehow removed it from him, but that wasn’t the case at all. Morad might have separated him from it, but he hadn’t done so permanently.

      Hevith continued to push as much as he could, letting power flow from him.

      The light all around him surged more brightly.

      Morad stood up, turning away from Hevith. “What are you doing?”

      “You wanted to have access to this power,” Hevith said.

      “You would give up your power?”

      The sense of himself began to return. He could feel his legs. His arms. There was the burning, but even that began to fade the longer that he pushed outward.

      The power he pushed into absorbed what he gave it, giving the inestar a different sort of life. That life had a purpose.

      That was what Hevith needed. If he could push outward, letting that power flow into the inestar, then not only could he prevent Morad from succeeding, but he might do something else. He might get help.

      Getting to his feet, Hevith looked around. He still wasn’t sure where he was, only that there was power all around him. The light made it difficult to see anything, so he tried to stare through it, to find a way to look beyond, and struggled. The light pulsed in time with him, though the glowing was increasing with each moment.

      “Who said I’m giving anything up?” Did he still have his sword?

      He didn’t think so, but then, that didn’t matter. Hevith wasn’t a fighter. He had fought when he’d needed to, but that wasn’t his role. He might not know what his role was to be, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t keep looking and figure out what it was.

      The inestar pulled power.

      Morad took a step away from him.

      Hevith followed. Wherever Morad went would be the inestar. Though Hevith was pushing power into it, he didn’t want the other man to reach it before he did.

      He could feel the energy, he could feel the steady pulsing, and he could feel the way that power filled the room. It was the power of Callah. The elaron.

      Regardless of what else happened, Hevith would have to come to know this power. He would have to understand why he was able to reach it and what it meant. Not only for him, but for the others. If the Hith and whoever Morad served wanted war, then he would give them a war—only it would be a war that would be different than what they’d fought. They would deal with the true power of the Jahor. They would face those who had training.

      It would start with him.

      The light around him made it difficult to see. He could make out the movement ahead of him and he could see Morad moving, but that was all.

      His legs still didn’t respond the way they should. It felt as if he were weakened, tired from pushing power into the device, though it was a strange sort of weakness.

      As he staggered after Morad, he pushed on the inestar, pushing more of the power of Callah into it. The inestar continued glowing, drawing him to it.

      He hurried forward, focusing on the sense around him, and found Morad.

      He stood in front of a table. The glowing emanated from there.

      Hevith reached for it at the same time as Morad.

      Hevith was faster.

      For all the power that it radiated, the inestar was small. A length of wood, like a cane, and the cold energy washing out from it reminded Hevith of the cold he felt when the power of Callah swept through him. Now that he was holding it, the power worked through him as well, washing over him and leaving him with a surging of energy.

      Morad lunged at him but Hevith turned off to the side, cupping the inestar to himself, keeping the other man from getting it.

      Morad watched him. “You don’t know how to control it.”

      “You won’t use it, either. And whoever you serve will know you’ve failed.”

      Morad glared at him, reaching for the inestar, but Hevith pushed through it.

      The device surged anew. Power exploded, washing over everything.

      For the first time since his capture, he could feel his legs moving as they were supposed to. His arms felt normal again. There was power in him.

      And he could use it.

      Hevith let that power flow outward, letting it strike Morad.

      It washed over him.

      He remained standing.

      Whatever power Morad had, it had allowed him to withstand the nature of the inestar, but that didn’t mean Hevith had to remain here. He had no idea what would happen, only that he needed to find the others. Coldan was out there. Thom. Karsten. All the other soldiers.

      Now that he had the inestar, he thought he might be able to use it.

      As he pushed power through it, there was a surge of energy—and a connection.

      It was different than what he’d detected before. Through the inestar, Hevith could feel the connection, the way they were all tied together. Using that, he thought he could call to the others. They needed to know that he had the device.

      The energy washed outward.

      Morad reached toward him, tendrils of shadows stretching toward Hevith, but holding on to the inestar in this way allowed him to control those shadows, pushing against them. As he did, he fought against the Hith magic Morad somehow used.

      As Hevith looked at him, he realized that something about Morad seemed to glow.

      “I thought you said the Jahor magic was an abomination.”

      “Your power should not be. I will—”

      Hevith held the inestar up and pushed through it again.

      Morad was tossed back.

      Hevith started toward him, but Morad scrambled to his feet and darted from the room.

      Hevith didn’t know where they had brought him.

      There was a doorway near him that Morad had gone through, and Hevith headed through it. A massive room opened up on the other side.

      He wasn’t alone.

      There was no sign of Morad, but Hith in the room turned toward him.

      He recognized them by the long, curved blades each of them carried, but it was the dark tendrils creeping from them that troubled him the most. They were pushing power at him.

      He had the inestar—and he had the power within himself.

      Using that power, he held the inestar outward, and light bloomed from it.

      The tendrils of darkness were vanquished.

      The Hith converged.

      They outnumbered him. He had no weapon, nothing other than the inestar. The device carried the strength of the Jahor, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to use that power to defend himself. Though he was connected to his magic, he still didn’t have control.

      There wasn’t a need for control, he told himself. All he really needed was to be able to hold on to the power, and when he pushed it out through the inestar, then he could try to overwhelm the Hith.

      Hevith sent more power into it, focusing on the Hith in front of him.

      The man was large, lumbering toward him, the curved blade sweeping toward him. Taking a deep breath, Hevith pointed the inestar.

      There was a burst of light.

      The Hith cried out and dropped the sword.

      Hevith held the inestar above him, keeping it high overhead.

      With another explosion, light surged.

      The swords all around him burst with light. Power.

      The Hith cried out.

      Hevith could feel the echoing power as it filled the swords, flowing into them in a way that left the energy of the blade surging.

      Even without weapons, he was surrounded. There were too many Hith.

      He had the inestar, but that was the only thing he had for his defense.

      The inestar started to pulsate. There was a steady surging of power, one he could feel as much as see.

      The pulsing began to vibrate in time with his heartbeat.

      Hevith swung the inestar around.

      The Hith magic stretched toward him.

      Pressure built upon him, overwhelming how he used the inestar.

      It seemed to squeeze everywhere, starting with his head, then moving to his neck, then outward, leaving him to feel as if there was no way to move. Something held him in place, the Hith power that he’d come to know and hate preventing him from doing anything at all.

      The glowing of the inestar started to fade.

      Then stopped glowing altogether.

      Power exploded nearby.

      Hevith looked over.

      Morad stood in a doorway surrounded by darkness. Tendrils of the Hith magic swirled around him, a dark power filling him. Still, he somehow glowed with what Hevith believed was the power of Callah, magic that he shouldn’t be able to access—and still somehow did.

      It wasn’t Morad that drew his attention.

      Rather, it was the Hith that Hevith saw behind him.

      There had to be two dozen.

      More than he could withstand.

      And as he stared, the tendrils of power coming off the Hith began to creep toward him. Thick vines of it, the same that he’d faced when out on the street with Karsten and Thom. Only this time, he didn’t have the same strength remaining.

      With as many Hith as he now faced, he would fail.

      They would claim the inestar.

      And Hevith would lose.
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      Morad stalked toward Hevith, a satisfied smirk on his face. He held something in his hand—what appeared to be a twisted branch with a crook on one end that he used as a staff. The staff carried much of the same darkness and light that Hevith saw from Morad, and it was that which drew his attention.

      As much as he wanted to look away, his gaze was drawn toward it. There was nothing he could do to keep from staring. He should be paying attention to the Hith, and to whether there was any way he would be able to withstand the attack they were bringing toward him, but all he could focus on was the staff.

      “You’ve been more trouble than I would have expected, but there are limits, even for one naturally gifted such as yourself. With training, you could have posed a real challenge, but you are too young, and the power you possess is too much for you to be able to comprehend,” he sneered.

      Morad moved toward him. Hevith was frozen. He wanted to move, but he didn’t dare do so. It took everything in him to continue to fill the inestar. He didn’t hold back, worried that if he were to do so, they would be able to fill it with their Hith magic. Perhaps that was Morad’s intention, but for now, Hevith continued to let power fill it, trying to hold out against what the other man would do.

      “You still think that you can win? It’s impressive you’ve resisted for as long as you have, but you will fail. Eventually you can do nothing other than fail.”

      Morad neared him.

      Hevith tried to push more into the inestar. What he wanted was some way to call to others. That seemed to be the one thing he had remaining. If he could reach out to others, he might be able to draw upon what he needed and get the help he wanted.

      The inestar glowed, which he thought was a good sign. He would worry more if it didn’t. The more it glowed, the more power that he saw from the inestar, the more certain he was there was something he could do to stop Morad.

      The pulsating intensified.

      Morad was only a few steps away. He watched Hevith while holding on to his staff, which seemed to twist with a strange power. It both glowed and gave off the tendrils of power that he had come to associate with the Hith.

      “Do you see it?” he asked. “Do you see how you will fail? Now that you have proven that even a gifted one such as yourself can’t maintain the connection, there won’t be anything more you will be able to do. We will use this, and the others will fall.”

      “You won’t be able to get to the others,” Hevith said.

      “Won’t I? How would I not, considering how you’ve been summoning them to me?” Morad sneered at him. “Do you think I wouldn’t know what you were doing? Perhaps you didn’t know, and if that is the case, it’s even more impressive that you were able to work with power that you don’t understand. Now that you have called them—”

      An explosion cut him off.

      Morad turned.

      The Hith turned with him, focusing on where the explosion had come from.

      Hevith dove for the staff.

      The way Morad held on to it suggested to Hevith that it was important to him. The way power swirled around it told Hevith that it was powerful. If he were able to get to it, to hold on to the staff and try to find a way to prevent Morad from reaching the power he had, Hevith had to take it.

      Morad hadn’t expected Hevith to leap for it.

      Hevith gripped the staff in one hand, the inestar in the other.

      There was a surge. A connection formed.

      For a moment, he worried he’d made a mistake. Could it be that this was what Morad wanted from him? What if he needed for Hevith to reach for the staff so he could try to bind the power of the inestar to it?

      He tried not to think of it.

      Jerking on the staff, he attempted to pry it from the other man’s grip.

      Morad was stronger than he looked. He pulled on the staff, trying to keep it from Hevith. As he held on to it, he twisted, spinning around.

      Hevith lost his footing.

      He was weary from working with the inestar and from facing the Hith throughout the night. He’d lost track of how long he’d been fighting, had lost track of everything that they’d been doing, and now he wanted nothing more than to rest.

      He squeezed on the staff, trying to hold on to it.

      Morad twisted but Hevith held on, keeping the other man from spinning away.

      He started to stand.

      Tendrils of power crept along the ground toward him. The staff wasn’t going to protect him from those tendrils, but the inestar might. He could abandon the staff and use the inestar, but if he were to do that, he would be abandoning the opportunity to take something from Morad that the other man wanted, something that seemed to be giving him strength. If Hevith could keep him from the strength offered by the staff, then he thought he had to do so.

      He jerked with everything he had left and pried the staff free.

      He swung it around.

      The staff connected with Morad.

      He pushed back, fighting against Hevith, straining, but Hevith held on to the staff, determined to use it as a weapon.

      Strangely, the staff felt satisfying to swing. There was something almost right about holding it, and as he swung it, a power flowed from him, into the staff. As before, he had a sense of a connection to the inestar and through the staff. He didn’t know if that connection was real or not, but it felt as if it were.

      “What is this?” Hevith asked. While holding on to the staff, he could feel there was something about it that he needed to better understand. Something about it reminded him of the inestar. It reverberated within him, the same way that the inestar had. “Why would you have something like this? Weren’t you telling me that the power is an abomination, or is that only because I have it?”

      There was darkness near him that swirled across the ground as if it were trying to reach for him. Hevith held the inestar in one hand, trying to ignore the power, but surprisingly it was more the power of the staff that the tendrils responded to. They faded when he swung the staff around, though he couldn’t tell if they withdrew or whether they were absorbed into the staff.

      “You have already failed,” Morad said.

      Hevith hazarded a glance around. The Hith were nearby, but they were all distracted. Some of them even seemed to be caught up in a battle, using the strange power they had and sending their darkness away from them.

      Would he be able to do anything about it?

      Squeezing the staff, he thought there should be something he could do.

      Hevith tapped it.

      The staff exploded with a mixture of light, both darkness and the bright white of Callah. The inestar surged, pulsing in time.

      The tendrils disappeared.

      Attackers lunged toward the Hith, swords swinging, glowing brightly, the power of Callah filling their blades. The Jahor.

      The pulsing he’d been feeling was there as well. It vibrated, leaving Hevith all too aware of that sense and the way it surged within him. He could feel that power, and could feel the way that it was flowing through him.

      He tapped the staff again.

      There was an echoing, a reverberation of power.

      Turning toward Morad, he found darkness had filled his eyes, but less than before. There was no glowing to him, either.

      Morad didn’t have power of his own. It was stolen from others. He used their power, used devices like the inestar and even this staff, and with them, he was able to pull upon more power than he should be able to access.

      “Who taught you?” Hevith thought that was important to know. Morad wasn’t the one they had to defeat. It was the person who had sent him. “Why are you here?”

      Morad made a move as if he were going to try to head toward Hevith, but he didn’t. Instead, he reached into the pocket of his robe and held something out.

      It was a medallion on a rope.

      Hevith had seen the medallion before.

      Morad began to mumble under his breath, whispering words that Hevith couldn’t fully make out. When Hevith swung the staff, Morad held the medallion up.

      The staff stopped in midswing.

      Morad sneered at him. “There are other ways to reach power.”

      Hevith focused on the deep part of his mind, trying to find that irritant, wanting to call out the power that was within him. He could feel it, but it was faint. That left him thinking that even if he were able to reach for the power, there wouldn’t be much he’d be able to do with it.

      The inestar still felt cool to the touch, and from what he could tell of the way it tingled in his hand, it was still pulsing, vibrating with a steady energy.

      That had to matter, though he didn’t know what it meant.

      He pulled the staff back and prepared to swing it again.

      When he did, Morad thrust the medallion toward him.

      This time, an unsettled feeling accompanied the action. It came to him as if there was a tinge of power, though it was a different power than even that which he’d detected from the Hith. Whatever he sensed now was dark and twisted.

      Lines worked around Morad’s cheeks. They were the same lines Hevith had seen before, though at the time, he’d thought they came from the Hith magic. Now that he saw them up close, and didn’t detect anything of the Hith from him, he had to wonder if perhaps what he was doing and accessing was something else.

      Could he have twisted even the Hith magic?

      Hevith tried to push the staff forward, attempting to swing it at the man, but the effort failed the way it had before. He pulled it back again, ready for another attack. When he thrust it forward, there was again resistance.

      Morad grinned at him. “Do you think I’m as unprepared as you?”

      The medallion took on some of those strange lines.

      They began to cross along the surface, looking like cracks in the ground. They deepened, almost impossibly so, making it seem as if the surface of the medallion were covered in significant markings that were somehow buried within the medallion itself.

      The medallion was key to what Morad was doing.

      Hevith swung the staff again.

      There was little chance he would hit his mark now when he had failed each time before, but he was going to have to try to get to Morad and reach the medallion.

      Morad stopped him from getting too close.

      Hevith looked at the staff.

      There was a power to the staff that reminded him of what he detected from the medallion. If that were the case, could the staff pull power away?

      He had thought he had detected something like that before. When he’d felt the pull of the staff, he’d detected something that seemed to be drawing power off. Maybe it had been nothing more than the medallion, but Hevith didn’t think so, not with the way the staff seemed to swirl with the darkness of the Hith—and the light of the power of Callah.

      Rather than swinging the staff, he pointed it at Morad.

      “You might have been an intriguing challenge if you had the chance to train,” Morad said. “Since you’re not only inexperienced, but you’re also foolish enough to think you can stop what is coming, I might—”

      There was another burst.

      This time, it came from behind Morad.

      Morad glanced at Hevith and swung the medallion. A burst of power struck Hevith, sweeping him out of the way.

      The suddenness of it, and the overall power within it, left him marveling at how much Morad was able to do. He had known he had to have access to power, but Morad had been holding back.

      Hevith crawled to his feet, still holding the inestar and the staff.

      Pain worked through his back where he’d landed on it.

      He started forward and stumbled.

      Morad gripped his medallion, holding it out in front of him. There was a surge of power from him, and within that power was a sense of the twisted nature of whatever it was that he did. Hevith could feel the twisted aspect of it, even if he couldn’t tell what he did.

      He needed to reach Morad.

      If only his body would cooperate.

      Hevith staggered. His leg hurt. His back throbbed. Even his head felt as if it had been slammed against the floor. Still, he had to keep moving.

      A glowing came from somewhere nearby.

      There was a familiar cold to that glowing, one that Hevith recognized. Within that cold was something that he tried to understand, but there wasn’t anything clear to it.

      Hevith staggered toward Morad.

      Morad turned toward him, sneering, and swept his hand again, using the power of the medallion. Hevith went stumbling off to the side.

      A figure appeared near the entrance to the room. At first Hevith didn’t know what to make of the figure, but slowly it began to resolve and become clear.

      Mel.

      What was she doing here?

      It was dangerous for her to come into this room, with so many of the Hith here and with Morad filled with power.

      “Turn away,” he said.

      His voice didn’t carry. His throat was raw in a way that it hadn’t been even a moment before. He had been able to taunt Morad, to try to chase him away, but now he had lost the ability to do so. The pain in his throat was too much for him.

      Trying to swallow, Hevith looked toward Mel. She didn’t see him. He needed her to know that he was here, and needed her to know that he was doing whatever he could in order to slow Morad. It might not be enough. He could tell that it might not be.

      The inestar.

      He wasn’t able to use it, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t. She was far more skilled and powerful than him. She would be able to draw upon the power in the inestar and should be able to use that to keep them safe.

      All he had to do was get it to her.

      It wasn’t about his stopping Morad. Hevith didn’t know if he would even be able to do that. It was about getting to Mel and providing her with what she needed. It was what he should have considered doing when he’d first gotten the inestar. Instead, he’d thought he could face someone like Morad, someone who had experience and power and had deceived his way into the Jahor, including deceiving Mother.

      Squeezing the device, he staggered forward.

      His legs didn’t feel as if they worked.

      He tried leaning on the staff, but there was something about it that pulled on him in a way he found unpleasant. He didn’t want to have to lean on that power. If he needed to, he would try to ignore the way the staff wanted him to use the power within it. The way it connected to him—and to the inestar—unsettled him.

      Another step, and this time he had no choice but to lean on the staff. It was all he had for support. He nearly fell, but by using the staff, he was able to stay on his feet. The inestar pulsed in his hand, vibrating softly.

      He tried to lift the inestar to see if there was anything within it that he might be able to use to keep himself safe, but as he held it out, there was no further glowing from it. There was a power coming from it, but nothing more than that. The vibration helped him know it was active, that it was calling on the power of Callah and calling to the Jahor, but he didn’t know what it meant—if anything.

      Morad held out his medallion toward Mel. To Hevith’s eyes, she was nothing more than an illuminated figure, standing across from Morad, her entire being glowing with a bright white light. She needed his help even if she didn’t know it.

      Another step, and he staggered again.

      It was getting difficult to remain on his feet. He tried to stay standing, but the staff was all that kept him upright.

      It tapped on the ground with each step, ringing out with a strange sound. He tried to ignore the sound, to focus only on the next step, and then the next, but with everything he’d gone through, his entire body aching, he couldn’t focus on anything else.

      Hevith staggered.

      When he fell, the light turned toward him.

      That was a mistake, and it seemed to him to be the kind of mistake Morad had been waiting for. He wanted Mel to be distracted, drawn by her desire to help. Hevith needed her help, but at the same time, he didn’t want to make her vulnerable.

      The power of Callah swept over him.

      It was cold, painfully so.

      The inestar started to pulsate again, this time with a vibrancy through his hand and his entire body. He tried to squeeze it, worried that he’d lose control over the device, but there was nothing.

      He stretched it out.

      The cold worked through him.

      Then he understood.

      She was helping him. Healing him. The elaron was providing him with what he needed to recover.

      Within the cold was something else. She was the Movras. She wanted to bind her people together, and Hevith was one of her people.

      The inestar vibrated more.

      “You need to go,” he said. It was hard to get the words out in a meaningful way, though he tried. With his voice raw, he struggled. “Please!”

      Darkness swirled away from Morad, from the medallion, and it latched on to Mel.

      It was thin at first. Then the way the darkness latched on to her began to increase in its intensity, and it clung to her. The glowing that had provided her with power began to change, and she cried out.

      He held on to the staff and lunged for her.

      Morad was there before him.

      He stood over Mel, pushing the medallion down toward her—drawing the power away from her and into the medallion.

      “No!”

      Hevith cried out and swung the staff. This time, there was a pulsation within him that he sent outward, letting it explode into the staff at the same time.

      The power struck, and it connected with Morad.

      Morad was tossed back, thrown across the room.

      Hevith staggered. The pain he felt had faded enough to move more easily, and he reached Mel, crouching next to her.

      “I felt it,” she whispered.

      She lay on the ground looking thinner than usual, her gray cloak swirling off to either side. Her thin hair had pulled free from the bun she’d worn it in, now spilled in a disarray across the floor.

      “Mel. Let me try to help you.”

      She smiled sadly. “If only I could have helped you when you first came to me. I failed you, Hevith.”

      He looked over. Morad still hadn’t gotten up, and Hevith worried he would find the strength to do so. “You didn’t fail me. You helped me.”

      “Had I helped you, you wouldn’t have ended up where you did.”

      “Maybe I needed to end up there.”

      She smiled at him, a sad expression that filled her eyes. “Now you find Callah?”

      Hevith breathed out. “I don’t know what I’ve found.”

      “You found the inestar. That is enough. Take it. Use it to gather the others.”

      “You’re the Movras. You need to be the one to call to the others.”

      Mel started to sit up and winced before lying back down. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “I never was able to use the inestar.” She said it so softly that Hevith had to lean forward to hear. “We wanted to call to the rest of the Jahor, but when I had the inestar, I wasn’t enough to be effective. I asked another to try…”

      Mel breathed out again, though her breathing was becoming more shallow.

      Hevith held the inestar in front of her, setting it near her. If she were starting to fail, he would need to do whatever he could in order to pull her through. Somehow he needed to find a way to reach for the power he knew was within him, to draw from that strange irritation in the back of his mind and see if there might be a way to call to it and push it out to Mel.

      The inestar echoed with power.

      Unfortunately, though that sense was there, he wasn’t strong enough to use it.

      With everything that he’d done, battling Morad and using whatever power he had in order to try and stop the Hith, he didn’t possess the strength he needed to help Mel.

      “Let me help you,” Hevith said.

      She opened her eyes, rolling her head toward him. “You already have.” She took a shaky breath. “Use the inestar, Hevith. Perhaps it was always meant to fall to you.”

      “The inestar isn’t for me.”

      She smiled, and this time it reached her eyes. There wasn’t the same sadness in it there was before. She took a deep breath, locking eyes with him. “Not the inestar. You need to serve as Movras.”

      With that, she took another breath and closed her eyes. Hevith waited for her to say more, but she never did, collapsing to the ground.
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      Within the room, the elaron rushed through me, streaking away and outward as I probed for the place to which the three people we’d found in the forest might have disappeared. Onar hadn’t seen anything, which didn’t necessarily tell me anything, only that he hadn’t observed anyone leaving the room. Either they had found another way out or they were still here.

      I didn’t think they were still here. If they were, I would have detected something, but I didn’t have any idea how they would have disappeared, either. There didn’t seem to be any way they would have been able to leave.

      The girl had power.

      I had felt it, though I didn’t know what it was. There had been something within her, some aspect of that power, I could feel, and it was different than the elaron.

      “Where did they go?” Onar asked.

      I shook my head, hesitant to speak. “They wanted to be there.”

      “Where?”

      “In the forest. They’d wanted to be there.”

      And it was something that I couldn’t quite fathom. What would they have hoped to accomplish there?

      She’d said something to me. They had a way of coming back.

      “We need to find the others,” I said.

      “What others?”

      “The bodies.”

      That was what this was tied to, only what exactly were they planning to do?

      “Coldan brought the bodies—”

      “Where?” I snapped, turning to him, already regretting my reaction. “Where would Coldan have brought them?”

      “They were brought to a place outside the fortress. He wanted to have a proper ceremony for them.”

      Leave it to Coldan to want to see them off to the next life in such a way. He was always good for that, only now I had to wonder if we’d made a mistake.

      It was definitely a “we” when it came to this. I’d understood the Trilan was trying to use the bodies in some creation of power, but I would never have believed he would have been able to reanimate them.

      Maybe he couldn’t.

      If not, then none of this would matter, but I had to know.

      “Show me.”

      Onar cast another look into the room before nodding and leading me out. We raced through the halls, but near the stairs leading down, there was a commotion—and power.

      Fighting.

      I could hear it, though I couldn’t see anything.

      Onar unsheathed his sword as we headed down, working our way along the stairs until we reached the main level. There was a feeling of the elaron thrown around, enough that I had to worry that something had happened.

      I needed more power.

      Unfortunately, I’d used too much as I’d fought off the young woman. She’d drained me, though I wondered if she’d done so intentionally.

      “I’m sorry, Onar,” I whispered.

      Then I pulled power from him.

      He was talented, though not quite as strong as some of the others here.

      The elaron stretched from him as I pulled on it, drawing it away from him.

      It filled me, renewing my strength, and with that, I hurried forward.

      When I reached the main level, I saw one of the three, the man, facing one of the Jahor.

      A gardener. Jillian. She used some of the elaron, but she wasn’t as powerful as the man. He lunged at her, wrapping his hands around her neck.

      I reacted the only way that I could.

      Darting forward, I pushed out with the elaron, borrowing from Onar but also pulling on my own power. The combination allowed me to push with enough strength that I was able to create the band of light, the sword of elaron.

      I swung it at him.

      He reacted, twisting Jillian toward me, and I rolled off to the side to avoid striking her. I didn’t know if the elaron would harm her or not, but it was best not to take that chance.

      When I came to my feet, he’d positioned himself with Jillian in front of him.

      Then she faded.

      There was no other way to describe what I saw.

      She was there, then she was not. Her power was drained, her body twisted, and she became a shell, much like so many of the bodies we’d seen outside the fortress.

      He smiled at me.

      Then began glowing with elaron.

      As his power—or Jillian’s, I didn’t really know—began to build, I started to pull on it.

      If I could pull on Onar, there was no reason I wouldn’t be able to pull on this man’s stolen power. It trailed toward me, filling me, and the sword of elaron began to grow outward in front of me.

      Swinging at him again, I made certain that it struck.

      When it did, he collapsed.

      I held the band of light outward, plunging into him, pulling power toward me. He would not die taking from Jillian.

      Slowly he faded, becoming little more than a shell. He became a twisted figure, a blackened, snakelike form.

      “What is that?” Onar cried.

      “That’s our enemy.”

      I pushed outward.

      The elaron had harmed this man—or creature, whatever it was. By pushing more outward, I let the energy continue to flow into the body, pushing with as much power as I could.

      Then I unleashed a hint of the ne’rash.

      The creature exploded.

      I waited.

      Would it come back together? Was there any way for it to reform?

      Having no idea what this was, and no idea if there was anything more it could do, I had no idea whether it had the ability to immediately recover.

      It didn’t.

      Standing in place for a moment, I panted, trying to catch my breath as I waited to see whether the creature would reform or whether what I’d done had managed to destroy it for good.

      “We need to find where Coldan left the others,” I said.

      Onar watched me, though there was panic in his eyes. I needed him to get moving. The longer we waited here, the more likely we would encounter more creatures like that. If the man was one, that meant the woman and the young girl were others. And if they had the ability to regenerate somehow…

      Onar shook himself off and started forward.

      While we ran, I held on to the power Jillian had lost. Whatever those creatures were didn’t deserve to have access to her power. There wasn’t anything I could do with it other than hold on to it.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      Onar had helped.

      He’d faced the strange creature and had done so without any hesitation. What I needed was to give him whatever I could so that if we encountered the same thing again, he’d be ready for it.

      Pushing outward with a little of what Jillian had possessed, I let some of that power flow into him and into his sword.

      Just a little, but it was enough that his sword started to glow with a soft light.

      He looked over at it, frowning.

      I still didn’t know how much control he had over what he could do with the elaron, though given that Coldan had trusted him with guarding the three, I figured he must have some natural ability.

      “I gave you a boost,” I said.

      “Do I need it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What about you?”

      Holding on to the sense of that power, I smiled tightly. “I held a little back for myself.”

      Starting out across the main part of the fortress, I hesitated.

      We’d been heading as if to leave, to go to wherever Coldan had brought the bodies, and though that might be necessary, there were still two others unaccounted for that I needed to find.

      “We have to go back,” I said.

      “I thought you wanted to see what Coldan did with the others.”

      “I did. Do. There are still others here that we need to deal with.”

      How would I find them?

      If they had some way of disappearing from a room, and if they could pull elaron from those who were able to use it, then we had to be careful with them.

      What I needed was to find where there might be power.

      Letting the elaron flow from me, I strained to determine where it was and whether there was anything I might be able to detect about it. Within the fortress would be dozens of people with the potential to use the elaron, and all of them would be in danger from whatever it was that these creatures were able to do.

      There was a need to hold on to my connection.

      First I had to find something familiar.

      When I did, I could trace it from there.

      There were two I thought would be most familiar, at least within the fortress.

      Shae and Erich.

      Tolsar still was difficult to use, though I would have to find him too. If they were after those with power, then they would have to go after those others. They might even try coming for me.

      Perhaps that would be for the best.

      If I could draw them toward me, then I would have a chance to see if I might be able to overpower them. I didn’t know if it would even be possible. If both of the other two came at me, would I have what was needed to defeat them?

      I couldn’t think like that.

      What I needed to focus on was the nature of the elaron. Find those with it, perhaps those who suffered and struggled, and then I would find the creatures.

      The awareness of Shae came to me first.

      She was above, though not that far above me.

      Racing up the stairs, I headed straight toward what I detected.

      Bodies lined the floor. There were five people, each of them dried out the way Jillian had been, their power siphoned away, each of them lying awkwardly on the floor.

      Onar gasped when we passed the first pair.

      Whoever had come through here would have been powerful in order to defeat this many. And they might be even more powerful now that they had drawn from as many as they had.

      I had to focus on Shae.

      There was a sense of power building, and thankfully it was from the elaron.

      A scream rang out.

      I ran.

      When I reached a closed door with the sense of Shae on the other side of it, I kicked it down, using a hint of the ne’rash as I did. The door exploded inward.

      Shae was there, but so too was the older woman. They stood across from each other, the woman facing Shae, her face twisted into some monstrous scream. A table stretched between them, but seeing how quickly the man had moved, I doubted the table would pose much of a challenge to her.

      There was no sign of the younger one.

      Power radiated from Shae, and she turned toward me, glowing with the elaron.

      “Careful, Shae. They can pull power off of us. It feeds them.”

      “What are they?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. Onar reached the door and I waved him back. “Stay back and keep watch. There’s still the younger one.”

      I didn’t even know if she was younger or if that was some image they’d given off to make it appear as if she were. It was possible that she was older—and more powerful—than the other two. Given the way she’d managed to separate from the Place of Knowing, I had to think she must be.

      “What do we do?”

      The woman darted toward Shae, but Shae surged with the elaron.

      With as much power as she used, the woman should have been blasted back, but instead she was forced to retreat only a step. She sneered at Shae, though she looked at her hungrily.

      There would have been others she’d drawn off. That additional power would have been enough for her to counter anything Shae might do.

      I needed to get involved.

      “Be ready,” I hissed.

      Then I started to pull on the elaron within the creature.

      I could feel it radiating from her, and there was something else about it I recognized, though I wasn’t sure why I would recognize it. Borrowed power.

      That was what the chalice had been.

      Had there been a creature within the fortress the entire time?

      Could it have been feeding on the borrowed power, using that in some way?

      That would explain how we’d been betrayed, though so far I hadn’t any idea who it might be. Not Shae, or the creature wouldn’t attack her like this.

      Shae waited, holding on to the elaron with as much as she could draw, though already I could see the nature of her power beginning to wane. She wouldn’t be able to maintain what she did for much longer.

      Continuing to draw on the creature’s stolen elaron, I started to feel it fill me.

      Then she turned toward me.

      When I’d seen her in the room, she’d looked to be a woman my age, perhaps a little older. There she’d had dark hair with streaks of gray running through it. Now lines formed along her face, dark tracings of power, something that was very different. Those tracings held the elaron within them somehow.

      She hissed.

      It was a horrific sound.

      When she lunged, I almost wasn’t ready.

      Forcing the elaron out and into a beam of power, I swept it toward her. She twisted out of the way and I ran forward, moving so that I was between her and Shae. Holding on to the beam of elaron, I swung it again.

      The creature feigned toward me before twisting to Onar.

      Thankfully he was ready.

      Even better, I had pushed power into him—and his sword.

      It was more power than Onar normally possessed, and he twisted his movements, swinging the blade around.

      She was faster.

      Her hand had twisted into a claw, and she swept it toward him.

      I could tell Onar wouldn’t be able to react in time.

      Her claws tore through him.

      Blood poured from the wound, spilling out and around his chest.

      It forced me to do the only thing I could think of. It was the same thing I’d once done with Coldan, though it had been an accident with him. At the time, neither of us had known what we were doing, experimenting with that power, and even now I still wasn’t sure that what I’d done to change Coldan had been what he wanted.

      Now it was what Onar needed.

      The elaron flowed from me, filling him.

      Onar wasn’t equipped for that kind of power.

      I didn’t hold back.

      There was no way for me to do so.

      As the power poured into him, it changed him. There was no way that drawing on that much power could not change someone. It connected him to the elaron. There was a time when I didn’t understand the connection—and I still didn’t, in some respects.

      As it filled him, he started to swell with a connection to his power.

      His movements increased in speed.

      Rolling off to the side, he darted away from the creature, then he kicked outward. She managed to move away, and the blow struck the nearby wall, cracking the stone.

      Onar stared at it a moment too long.

      The creature started toward him again.

      This time, I was fast enough.

      Rolling toward her, I stabbed with the beam of light.

      It slammed into her back.

      As it did, I continued to pull upon her power, letting more of it draw away from her and changing her, diminishing her, turning her back into the strange blackened creature. All the while, I held the elaron sword plunged into her back.

      She writhed, struggling to get away, but there was nothing she could do against the way I held the sword in her back.

      Then I twisted it.

      The ne’rash poured out from me, into the elaron sword, and she exploded.

      I waited, afraid to let go, though knowing that if it were anything like what had happened with the man on the level below, there would be no getting back up.

      Finally, I sighed and released that power.

      I turned to Onar, who dragged himself off the floor. His body was larger, nearly the size of Coldan, and it had filled out with power. The elaron flowed within him, and if it was anything like what Coldan had experienced, he’d have a different connection to it than he had before. The power changed him.

      “I’m sorry I had to do that,” I said as I headed over to him. He’d grown several inches already, and I suspected would grow even more.

      “What did you do to me?”

      “She would have killed you.”

      Had there been more time, and had there been different circumstances, I might not have needed to use the power in the way that I had, but that wasn’t the option. With what we’d faced, and with how he had nearly died, there hadn’t been a choice.

      Onar held his hands out in front of him, looking at how they’d gotten larger. If we had a mirror, I could imagine him studying himself.

      Coldan had done something similar.

      The first few days had been the hardest. So much about him had altered by adding the power that he hadn’t known what to make of himself. There were times when I suspected he still didn’t know what to make of what he’d become. He tolerated it, but that was about all that could be said for it.

      There had been a time when Coldan had told me his feelings about the change. He could use the power, and he could feel the elaron more than he had before, but he wasn’t the same person. He couldn’t be.

      None of those I’d changed were ever the same.

      “I feel different,” Onar said.

      “That’s the elaron within you.”

      “What did it do to me?”

      “The same as it did to Coldan.”

      Understanding dawned on his face and he looked up, meeting my eyes. “You did that to save me?”

      “I didn’t want her to kill you. This is…” I didn’t know what this was. It might be better than death. Coldan thought so, at least most of the time. It allowed him to continue to serve our people, and because of that, he had found a place in the world. Hopefully Coldan could offer Onar something similar. “A connection. You’re bound to your elaron now.” I turned to Shae. “Are you hurt?”

      She looked in the direction where the creature had been, not taking her gaze off the space. It was almost as if she could still see it, though there was no sign of the creature. The combination of the elaron and the ne’rash had destroyed it.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. When she reached the room, I thought she was with us. I could feel the power within her.” She looked over at me, her eyes wide. “I’ve never felt it so strongly before. Even when you…” She shook her head. “I’ve never felt it like that. Then she changed. She tried attacking. It took everything I had to hold her back, but I almost wasn’t able to do it.”

      “I don’t know what she is. There’s still one remaining, and I worry they’re feeding on all of those in the fortress with the elaron.”

      Shae took a deep breath and nodded. “Then we need to go.”

      I smiled. I shouldn’t have doubted her resiliency. She’d gone through a considerable amount, far more than so many others had, and despite that, she had come through it without losing her strength.

      “We need to find Erich and Tolsar. They’re the strongest two remaining.”

      “Erich was going to look at the opening in the wall.”

      “Why would he have done that?”

      “I don’t know. He’s been going down there most days. He thinks he can find something.”

      “I warned him against that.”

      “You did, but you know how he can be.”

      Could it have been Erich?

      I didn’t think he’d be the one to betray us, but then, I didn’t know him that well. He’d come to us after the fortress had fallen, found along the road by Coldan and several others on a patrol. There had been Hith with him, and Coldan had dispatched them in order to rescue Erich, but what if that was nothing more than a ruse?

      “I’m going down to see if he’s there.”

      Looking at Onar, I hoped he’d come with me but didn’t know if he’d be comfortable doing so. Unless Coldan returned, I wanted someone with me who had the ability that his increased size and speed would offer against a creature like we’d faced, especially as I had no idea how many more we might have to deal with. If there was a traitor who had been working from the inside of the fortress, then we needed to be prepared for the possibility that there would be at least one more, and possibly many more than that.

      “I’m coming with you,” he said. “This is a gift. I will repay it.”

      I nodded. If only he felt that way when this was all over.

      “I’m coming too,” Shae said.

      “I don’t know that you should. This will be dangerous. These creatures can feed on the elaron.”

      “And you’ve shown how they can be defeated.” Shae held her hands out and squeezed the elaron from her in a beam similar to the one that I used. Hers was even narrower, and with the control she displayed, I knew she’d be able to use it. “What do you think?”

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “I think you’re ready.”

      We raced down to the lower levels. We passed other bodies as we went, enough that I had to wonder how many of our people would even survive this when it was all over. I tried not to think like that, but there were too many who’d fallen. Too many who were dead and now lost.

      And some of them had believed this place would be one of safety. How could it be a place of safety when the Trilan was involved?

      There was no safety here. Not with that kind of power.

      I started to slow as we neared the space where we’d opened the wall.

      Pulling on the elaron, I could feel the familiar sense of Erich’s power.

      He hadn’t known when I had pulled on it, not the way others had known.

      That should have told me enough about him.

      Onar stayed alongside me. Power radiated from him, filling him.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d pushed out too much power for him. Now that he had this much power, I could feel it coming off him in a way that I didn’t when it came to Coldan.

      “Do you detect anything?” Onar whispered.

      Shae stayed close, right at my shoulder, and I glanced back at her. Would she find this more than she could manage?

      Would I?

      There was still someone here with the potential to harm the others with control over the elaron, which meant I couldn’t let up—not until I knew whether everyone was safe.

      “Only Erich.”

      We stepped forward, into the room preceding the space in the wall.

      Given what I detected, I had expected to find Erich, but Tolsar was there.

      “Tolsar?”

      He spun toward me.

      When he did, there was a ripple. It was subtle, but enough for me to recognize.

      Tolsar was one of the creatures.

      Tolsar was the traitor.
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      Hevith lifted Mel, trying to get to his feet. In order to do so, he had to stuff the inestar into his pocket. It had stopped glowing—and vibrating, he realized—some time ago. There would have to be time to understand what that meant later. For now, he needed to get moving and find help for Mel.

      She was still warm, though she didn’t seem to be breathing.

      When he spun, he could find no sign of Morad. He had disappeared, though Hevith wondered if he might be able to find him if he were to focus on the sense of power. Another time. Hevith didn’t have the strength to do much of anything. Even holding on to Mel was a challenge, and were there another choice, he would take it.

      Staggering forward, he had to set her down again to reposition the staff. He didn’t want to leave it behind until he better understood it. He didn’t want to give up something that might allow Morad access to power again. With his medallion, he was able to draw upon enough power, but with the staff, Hevith had to worry he would be able to reach for even more.

      Once it was strapped to him, he lifted Mel again. The pain that had been working through him had mostly faded, and as he started forward, he knew that she had been responsible for healing him, offering him the chance to survive. It had come at the sacrifice of herself.

      The massive room looked otherwise empty. As he started forward, he stumbled and realized that he tripped over the body of a Hith. Maybe not as empty as it had appeared. He moved around the Hith and nearly tripped over another. Then another. There were dozens of fallen Hith… along with some Jahor.

      There were too many here. So many had been lost in this battle. Was it worth it?

      Hevith shook his head.

      Mel might think so, but he didn’t know. The war had claimed them, taking more with each passing day. It had to stop.

      For a moment, a wash of cold worked through him, then it faded.

      Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out as he stumbled around the Hith. When he reached a door, he kicked it open. Daylight spilled inside.

      Could it have been so long?

      It hadn’t seemed to him that they had been inside that long, but they had started fighting in the middle of the night, so it made sense that daylight would have begun to arrive. Now that it was here, he should feel something of a sense of relief, but he only felt emptiness. There was nothingness. Only loss.

      More Jahor and Hith littered the ground outside.

      Hevith carried Mel as far as he could, but his arms were shaking and he wasn’t sure he could hold on to her for much longer.

      He recognized none of the Jahor. He had wondered if he would have found Thom or Karsten, but encountered neither. There was no sign of Coldan, either.

      That should reassure him, but there was the possibility that fighting in other parts of the city had claimed them.

      Thom had said they weren’t ready. He’d been concerned by Mel’s insistence that they fight on this night, but Mel had known that it was necessary. She must have felt something, though Hevith didn’t know if it was the inestar or what Morad would be able to do.

      When he reached the edge of the street, he had no choice but to set Mel down. As much as he wanted to carry her away from here, he couldn’t keep holding on to her. She wasn’t all that heavy, but he was too tired.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more,” he whispered as he lowered her.

      There would be no return for her this time. She had fought, and Morad had beaten her. Because of Hevith.

      Now he had weakened the Jahor.

      Not intentionally. This was not his plan, and he had been willing to go after the inestar to try to find a way to keep the Hith from harming the Jahor, but he had been the reason their people had escaped from the prison. Had he stayed, it was possible they would have continued to protect the inestar—though it was equally possible they would have fallen and the Hith would have eventually discovered the device regardless.

      Footsteps along the stone caught his attention and he looked up. When he did, he realized the inestar vibrated once again, now doing so with a soft energy within his pocket.

      “What happened?”

      Hevith crouched next to Mel as he looked up at Thom. His face was bloodied, and a scar along one cheek looked as if he had been injured and then somehow healed. Likely with the power of Callah.

      “She faced Morad.”

      Thom knelt next to her, running his hands along her sides. Power flowed from him and into Mel, though there wasn’t as much power as what she had possessed. “She shouldn’t have taken him on.”

      “She was trying to help me.”

      Thom looked over. “You faced Morad?”

      Hevith nodded, looking down at Mel. There was almost something serene about her as she laid there. He could imagine her smiling, though there didn’t seem to be anything to smile about. “We did. I tried to use the inestar—”

      “That was you?” When Hevith nodded, Thom whistled. “I felt it. I thought the Movras had gotten to it. The power pushed into the calling was like nothing that I’ve ever felt. I think the Jahor from leagues away would have felt that calling.”

      “The Hith will know,” Hevith said.

      Thom smoothed Mel’s hair back and away from her face. There was something very loving about the way that he did so. “They will know.”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      “The Movras wanted this to be a place where we would call to the others.”

      Hevith looked down at her. Mel had suggested something before her passing, but it wasn’t something he thought he could even agree to. How could he become the Movras?

      It didn’t fit him. Though he wanted to bring people together, he didn’t think he could be the same kind of person as Mel. It was enough of a concern that he didn’t even know if he could share with Thom what she’d said to him. Could he admit that she had thought Hevith should take her place?

      “She thought you would be powerful enough to succeed her.” Thom looked over at him. “From what I felt of the inestar, I’m inclined to believe her.”

      “I can’t be that person.”

      “Callah calls us all in different ways. Perhaps you were called to serve in this way.”

      “I…”

      There were other sounds near them, those of more boots across the stone.

      Hevith looked over, thinking that he would have to be concerned about the Hith, but then the Hith wouldn’t make that sound as they marched. They came silently, too quietly to be detected by anyone else.

      The vibration in his pocket suggested to him that there was another reason not to be concerned.

      Jahor.

      Karsten and a dozen of the Jahor marched toward them. They had swords unsheathed, faces gleaming with sweat, and many had evidence of injury.

      “I felt the summons,” Karsten said, nodding to Thom before cutting herself short. “Movras!”

      “She faced Morad and fell,” Thom said.

      “But he lives?” She pointed to Hevith with the sword.

      “He lives.” Thom stood, holding on to Mel more easily than Hevith had been able to do. “We need to keep moving. The Movras would want our people to stay together. With the summons, the Hith will know we’re here.”

      “Why offer the summons if they will know?”

      “They won’t attack immediately,” Hevith said. At least not the Hith as he knew them to be. Morad had been beaten. Perhaps badly enough that he would need to regroup. They would have to use that time to try and understand whether they could continue to call to the Jahor. There would have to be a way to summon more of the Jahor, draw them together, and find a way to keep them safe.

      He might not know how to use his power all that well, but he understood what it took to create the summons. He could do it again. All it would require would be to dip into that power he felt in the depths of his mind.

      “They will come after the inestar,” Karsten said.

      Hevith could feel it vibrating in his pocket. That was important somehow. “They will,” he said. “But Morad lost today. He won’t come back too quickly.”

      “You’re an expert in him now?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I’m not an expert, but I know him a little. I traveled with him long enough to recognize him, and he shared more than he intended.” He took a deep breath. “There’s someone beyond Morad we have to worry about. When we find that person—”

      “Hith!”

      When the cry came out, Hevith couldn’t move.

      He was still too exhausted from everything. He couldn’t think of anything other than staying where he was, but that wouldn’t prevent the tendrils of power from squeezing in upon him. Now that he was here, he could see those tendrils as they began to make their way along the street, the sense of power that came with them, and the warmth. It was enough for Hevith to know that the Hith were coming.

      Thom motioned for them to follow.

      The Jahor arranged themselves around Thom and Mel. They raced forward, the Jahor with Karsten leading them circling Thom and Hevith. They maintained a distance ahead of the tendrils, though with each passing moment, it was harder to know if they were managing to stay far enough ahead of them. There was too much strength to the darkness.

      Hevith wasn’t the only one who was tired.

      The other Jahor stumbled. Many of their swords glowed, but they seemed to do so with less intensity than they had before. There was a hint of the power that came from them, not much more than that, and even Thom didn’t seem nearly as powerful as he had when Hevith had first come across him.

      They had to stay ahead of the Hith, but they didn’t have enough of the Jahor to do so.

      “Are there still others in the city?” Hevith asked Thom as they ran. His voice was breathless and he struggled to get out the words.

      Thom nodded once. “That’s why we fought. There are others hidden throughout the city. We’ve tried to keep the Hith away from them, but they’re too well connected. They seem to know when we’re moving.”

      There would have to be something that Morad had, likely some device like the medallion, or even the staff, that would allow them to know.

      The staff.

      Hevith slowed, starting to pull the staff free from where he’d bound it to himself.

      “What are you doing?”

      Hevith pointed. “Keep going to the main gate. I’m going to see if I can draw off the Hith.”

      Karsten shook her head at him. “You won’t be able to do anything. There are too many of the Hith. Can’t you feel it?”

      Hevith could feel something, but he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. Whatever he detected was there, and he could make out a sense of that energy in traces of power.

      That was what he needed to keep ahead of.

      But the others needed to get ahead of it, too.

      Hevith held the staff. An energy vibrated within it, a sense familiar to him, reminding him of the way the inestar now vibrated within his pocket. That sense made him think he could use it and hopefully draw away the Hith.

      The Jahor marched onward.

      It left Hevith alone in the street.

      He didn’t know what he was thinking. This was foolishness, and the longer he stood holding the staff, the more he had to question why he thought he could do anything. He didn’t know how to use the staff—or even if he would be able to do so. Morad had a different kind of power than him. With that power, Hevith believed Morad might be able to use magical items that Hevith could not.

      Then again, he’d felt the power of the staff. There was something within the staff, some sense of energy, that he thought he might be able to draw upon. If he could find that within him, then he thought he would be able to distract the Hith.

      Tendrils of that dark power swept toward him.

      They seemed to be probing, as if feeling their way along the street.

      The Hith were coming, but they didn’t know who or what else was out here.

      What if he could convince them he was Morad?

      He didn’t have the right clothing and he didn’t look anything like him, but holding on to the staff, he had to wonder if that might not be enough to convince them of something.

      Hevith tapped the staff on the ground. That didn’t seem to activate it.

      What had he done when he’d smacked Morad with it?

      He’d swung it, but he’d swung it with a certain sense of purpose.

      That was the kind of thing he might be able to do now, but he had to find that purpose. He had to find the necessary energy within him and the staff.

      Tapping it on the ground wasn’t going to work, which meant that he would have to find another way.

      The Hith were coming closer. He didn’t know how long he had before they reached him, but he was determined to keep pushing and to find some way of calling on the power he knew was within the staff. It was there; he just had to find a way to get it through himself.

      The Jahor marched toward the gate, which meant Hevith would have to lead them another way.

      What he wanted was some way to determine where he should avoid, to make certain that none of the Jahor were put into danger.

      Five Hith appeared in front of him.

      They were dressed in their dark clothing, all carrying curved swords. Most had olive skin, though not all, and darker hair. They approached slowly, the lead Hith eying the staff.

      A sense of panic filled him. Overwhelming panic. His body felt weak, even weaker as he saw the Hith approaching.

      Hevith was too tired. He wouldn’t be able to stop them.

      Power swept toward him.

      Then stopped.

      One of the Hith fell.

      Then another.

      A glowing sword cut through them, bringing them down.

      Thom and Karsten?

      As the fighter appeared, Hevith realized it wasn’t them.

      Thirteen.

      He had come to help.

      The Hith weren’t able to react in time. Thirteen was too fast. Too powerful.

      “There you are. I thought you could use some help.”

      “How did you know how to find me?” Hevith asked.

      Thirteen nodded at him. “I can feel you. Damn thing is calling to me. Probably to all of us. What do you need from me?”

      The vibration within his pocket picked up intensity.

      He reached for the inestar. It glowed, though Hevith wasn’t putting power into it.

      That had to mean something.

      Could he follow that?

      “We have to find the others. There are more here.”

      “I’ll be your sword. You do what you need.”

      Hevith focused on the vibration. That power was what he needed to better understand. That power was what he needed to follow. If he could, he might be able to use it to discover where the Jahor had gone.

      Turning a corner, a tendril of darkness loomed in front of him.

      It probed, the same way others had, but there was something different about this one. It seemed as if it had discovered something. The way it swept from side to side over the road made it appear as if there was something the darkness had found.

      He followed it.

      What he didn’t want to do was follow it all the way to the Hith, but he didn’t think that was where he headed. It seemed to him that he followed more toward where the dark tendril was probing, toward the sense of the strange tendril and what it had uncovered.

      A low building near the end of one street seemed to be the focus of the Hith magic. Hevith followed it, hurrying along until he reached the door to the building, and from there he pushed it open.

      He tried to reach for the power of Callah, but the sense of it wasn’t there.

      Still, he could feel the vibration from the inestar. If nothing else, the device would lead him toward what he needed. The vibration had picked up in intensity, now practically buzzing. The inestar guided him forward.

      The Hith magic flowed into the building as well, still probing, questing for whatever it intended to find. Hevith wanted to push against it, and if he had a sword, he would have been tempted to use it to carve through that magic, but that would alert the Hith on the other end of the strange tendril to his presence. It was better that they not know until he knew.

      Stairs at the back of the building caught his attention.

      He motioned to Thirteen, who pushed open the door and stood off to the side.

      There was no movement. Nothing but darkness greeted him below.

      That was where the vibrating of the inestar wanted him to go. He could feel the device guiding him forward.

      Descending the stairs, the warmth of the Hith magic followed.

      Could Hevith be leading them toward the Jahor?

      The Hith might not have known about them before, and now that he had started down the stairs, it was possible they’d discover the Jahor because of Hevith.

      Then again, he had to keep moving. The inestar compelled him. He didn’t need to be connected to it to know the device wanted him to keep moving, to search for what was down there. He didn’t need to be connected to know the device needed him to understand it.

      Another step and he reached the bottom of the stairs.

      The inestar now vibrated wildly and with a violent sort of intensity.

      It put off a hint of light, just enough that he could see something of where he was going, but not so much as to know more than that. He tried to swing it around to see if there would be some way to know what else might be here, but there wasn’t anything. The staff seemed to pull on the light coming off the inestar.

      Hevith shook the staff.

      He didn’t want it to draw away what the inestar offered to him, but even as he tried to shake it, he couldn’t separate what happened.

      Pointing the staff back toward the stairs, he could feel the power within it.

      Hevith shook it again.

      Power exploded from it.

      Light bloomed.

      What had he done?

      In the surge of light, he had seen the faces of dozens of people. They were here, hiding, and fear had marked most of their faces.

      The tendril of the Hith magic pressed forward. It knew he was here.

      Hevith stabbed at it with the staff.

      Strangely, the staff began to twist that dark magic into it. He didn’t know what else to do with it, only that it seemed to be drawing the Hith magic into it.

      There wasn’t much time to wait. He needed to take action; if he didn’t, they would find the Hith descending the stairs. Hevith didn’t know how long he’d be able to hold out if it came to that. Without a weapon other than the staff, and without any ability to pull on the power of Callah, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to offer these people much protection.

      “Come with me.” What else should he say to get them to follow? “The Movras needs you to come with me.”

      “The Movras?” It was a soft voice, distant, but there was a hint of hope mixed within it.

      “She needs you to come with me. The Hith are making their move. It’s time for us to leave the city.”

      “Where will we go?”

      This came from a different voice, and Hevith wasn’t able to see where they were, only that he could feel the sense of them. The Hith continued to push upon him as well, though he didn’t know if that was changing because of the way the staff pulled on the Hith magic.

      “Someplace safe,” he said.

      He didn’t know what else to tell them, and he didn’t know if there even was someplace safe where he could bring them. All he knew was that they had to keep moving. They had to find a way to get free from here.

      There was a shuffling as they started toward him.

      Hevith breathed out. They were coming.

      He started toward the stairs. “Follow me.”

      “Who are you?” one of them asked.

      Hevith thought about the answer. He could give them his name, but that wouldn’t mean anything to them. They wanted someone with a title, and though Mel might think he could be Movras, Hevith remained unconvinced.

      There was something.

      Mel had wanted him to be the Movras, but that wasn’t what he was.

      He thought of Morad, what he’d called him. And smiled.

      “I was called the Volatar.”

      Morad had called him that as a way of deriding his power, but Hevith would take it upon him and make it something more.

      They followed him along the stairs. He held on to the staff as he went, feeling the length of it growing warmer. The Hith magic and heat within it began to become almost more than he could bear, but he forced himself to tolerate it. If nothing else, having the Hith magic in the staff meant that it wasn’t reaching the others.

      At the top of the stairs, Hevith continued forward. The inestar still buzzed, vibrating almost wildly within his pocket. He didn’t know what that meant other than there was something to the inestar that seemed to sense the Jahor.

      At the front of the building, he stepped out into the street and waited.

      The Jahor followed.

      There were more than he had expected. Much more. Dozens of people streamed out of the lower level, out into the street.

      How would Hevith be able to keep them safe? That had been what the Movras had wanted of him.

      There were almost too many to safely lead from here. Hevith wanted to guide them toward the gate, but with the Hith, he didn’t know if there would be anything he could do to keep them safe. If the sense of the Hith returned, he might not have the necessary strength to protect them.

      The inestar still vibrated in his pocket. That was significant, though he wasn’t entirely certain why.

      Holding on to the staff, he hurried along the street, trying to avoid the Hith. Thirteen guided them through the streets.

      The Hith remained a threat. They were still there, though he didn’t know if he’d be able to overpower them. There were none of the tendrils that he’d seen, none of that strange surging of power he had seen before, though there was something along the staff, some semblance of that power that left him wondering if he might have made a mistake by pulling it into the staff.

      “Where to?” The question came from a younger woman. She was thin, reminding him of those within the prison yard. Her eyes were wide, though there was a determined set to her jaw.

      Here he had thought he’d been through more than most could understand, and that he and the others who had experienced the horrors of the prison had endured more than most, but these people had suffered as well.

      It was in their eyes.

      That was something Hevith had learned to look for in the prison. There was something in the way they looked, an expression that suggested they had seen more than they should have, and knew things they should not have been forced to endure in their time.

      “We need to leave the city,” he said.

      “The Movras wanted us to remain hidden. That was the only way we would be safe.”

      Hiding hadn’t protected them. They had remained scared, staying away from anything that might want to harm them, but Hevith had to wonder if perhaps the time had come for them to move out of hiding.

      “The Movras has decided otherwise.”

      A soft murmuring came from them, though no one said anything else.

      They continued through the streets, and near the end of the street, Hevith turned. There was no sense of anything else out in the street, though he remained concerned they would find other Hith.

      The Hith weren’t all he needed to find. It was the other Jahor.

      They were out there. They had to be. The sense coming from the inestar made it difficult to detect where they had gone, but he knew they were still nearby. He hadn’t been gone that long.

      Another corner.

      Now there came the sense of the Hith.

      It was soft and subtle, but it was there.

      A tendril of their power started streaking along the street. Within that tendril was something else, though he didn’t know what it was, only that he could now feel it within the vibrating of the staff he’d taken from Morad.

      One of the Jahor was caught by it. They went down.

      Others grabbed them and pulled, but it was too late.

      The Hith magic had already killed them.

      “Go! I’ll take the rear,” Thirteen shouted.

      They ran, trying to stay ahead of the Hith.

      The inestar changed as well. The buzzing that he’d detected within it started to intensify.

      There were Jahor nearby.

      “What is it, Volatar?” the young woman asked.

      “There are other Jahor nearby. They need help.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can feel it.” He looked around the street. If he were to go after them, he would be abandoning these other Jahor. If he could send them off on their own, they could be safe. “Go toward the gate. You’ll find others who will keep you safe.”

      “The Movras?”

      Hevith squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. If only it would be so easy. If Mel were to still live, then she would be the one to arrange for all of this, but without her, he didn’t know if they would have enough guidance. The Jahor were willing to fight, but they might need to do more than just fight. They might need to go after the Hith, not simply defend against them.

      “Others with her,” Hevith said.

      “We can stay with you.”

      The murmuring behind him returned. “If you stay here, you might face the Hith. How many of you are”—Hevith tried to think about how Mel would have phrased it—“touched by Callah?” That was near enough to what he thought she would have said for him to think they could understand.

      “Most of us.”

      Hevith studied them. For the first time, he really looked at them.

      There came a soft but definite glowing from them. It was there—and it was real.

      He hadn’t noticed it before, but now that he looked at them, he could see the way the light of Callah radiated from them. There was a power within it, and though it wasn’t as bright as what he’d seen from some, there was no question that it was there.

      Could they help?

      If it came down to it, they might need to help.

      “Have any of you ever faced the Hith?”

      The girl looked back at the line of Jahor before shaking her head. “We have avoided them. The Movras warned us that encountering them would be too dangerous.”

      “It is dangerous, but I think it might be necessary.” He inhaled deeply. They didn’t even have a sword. Nothing that would help them were they to come across the Hith.

      What they had were numbers.

      There might be other Hith in the city, but so far he hadn’t seen nearly the same numbers as what he knew there to be with the Jahor—and those that he could feel but had yet to find. When he was able to get to the others, then they would be able to use their numbers and try to overwhelm the Hith if it came down to it. The Jahor didn’t have enough fighters, but maybe with the sheer number of bodies they could throw at them, they would be able to overwhelm them.

      The tendril of darkness he’d seen started to move toward them.

      It twisted and Hevith put himself in front of it before tapping the staff down on the ground. When he did, the staff started to pull the Hith power to it. The effect was powerful.

      It twisted along the length of wood, drawing in that energy, and slowly it began to blacken the wood. The staff vibrated, the power filling it, and then something within the staff shifted.

      When it did, the darkness faded.

      Had the staff somehow swallowed the power he’d detected?

      The inestar started to vibrate even more.

      It was calling to him.

      Hevith followed the way the device summoned him, letting it lead him. Inside a darkened building, he found stairs much like he had the last time. Down the stairs, he reached a flat section before realizing that several others of the Jahor had come with him, including the young woman. Hevith held the inestar out, using that to see if there was anything he might be able to determine from the power that he could feel, and whether there was anything that could call to the necessary magic of the Jahor.

      There was the vibration.

      It felt urgent.

      Hevith tried reaching for the power within him. He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to reach into that sense, but he had to find it within him somehow. There was the steady irritant in the back of his mind, and he realized that it came from his power, but also from the inestar.

      He could use it, he decided, and pushed outward with power. It surged from him, into the inestar, which began to glow, and then into the staff. The combined energy of it continued to build, a sense of power that exploded, filling the room.

      There were people here as he had suspected. Dozens of them, much like the last place.

      How many other places like this would there be?

      They needed to get the people of the city away from here. The longer he was here, the more certain of that he was. If they could find some way to get them out of here, then they could get them to safety, though he didn’t know what safety would even look like with these people involved.

      The young woman hurried forward. “Ilian,” she whispered, greeting a young boy hiding in the corner. The boy stepped toward her and embraced her. “We need to go.”

      “Did they find us?” he asked.

      “Better. We are going to the Movras.”

      Hevith didn’t argue with her. If they needed to believe they were going with the Movras in order to come with him, then so be it.

      The people gradually started moving, the other Jahor encouraging them to follow, and they went up the stairs and out into the sunlight.

      Other Jahor were there.

      So were Hith.

      Three of them, and all had their power circling around them. The lead Hith wore a dark expression, almost one of satisfaction. The power twisted around the Jahor, stretching toward them before returning to the Hith.

      Several of the Jahor couldn’t escape from it. The Hith magic struck.

      The Jahor screamed as they fell.

      Thirteen reacted, but he couldn’t get there in time.

      Anger filled Hevith.

      He had started forward when the Hith turned his attention to him.

      Hevith swung the staff. Darkness streaked toward him. He didn’t have anything of the elaron to fight it off—he’d pushed so much into the inestar—but he did have the staff. With it, he pulled on the power coming toward him, drawing the Hith magic to him, letting the staff swallow it.

      He swung the staff at the man.

      It struck him on the head, connecting with a sharp crack.

      The Hith fell.

      The Jahor nearest him gasped.

      He turned to the other Hith. He let the staff work, absorbing the power they tried to use on him. It flowed into the staff, away from them, and was swallowed up. Hevith would have to figure out where it went later and whether there was anything in it he had to worry about, but for now, it was enough to know the power had disappeared.

      Turning the staff toward the next Hith, he swung it once, and then again, striking the Hith. The staff moved quickly through the air, whistling, and though the Hith carried a curved sword, the man wasn’t able to deflect the blows Hevith rained down on him.

      The Jahor reacted, starting toward the other Hith.

      They had numbers.

      He tried to use power upon them. Hevith could feel it, but they reached the Hith and knocked him to the ground, battering him until he was unconscious.

      Hevith looked at the Jahor and nodded.

      The inestar still vibrated.

      There were others who needed them.

      They needed to keep moving.

      Starting off, he focused on the power in the inestar and what he could feel of the vibrating. It didn’t lead him toward the gates of the city, though the longer that he detected that vibrating, the less he suspected it would. It wasn’t that the inestar was trying to guide him anywhere safe. It was trying to lead him to the Jahor. That was what he needed to do, and as he held on to the staff, as he held on to that sense of power, he knew that he needed to follow where it was leading him, even if it meant facing other Hith.

      He turned to the others with him. None said anything. They simply followed him.

      Not the Movras.

      That might have been Mel, but that wasn’t him.

      They followed Hevith. The one who was nothing.

      The Volatar.
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      Morning had stretched out in full by the time the inestar stopped vibrating with the same intensity. Hevith had found well over one hundred different Jahor, several more pockets of them, and now they all followed him, trailing though the city in a crowd of Jahor. They encountered other Hith, but so far, none of them had posed much of a danger. Not between him and Thirteen, and partly because they had overwhelmed them, Hevith had found an inner strength. He had become fearless when it came to the Hith.

      There had been one time where three Hith had suddenly appeared. Hevith had focused on trying to use the staff to pull off their power, but before he had managed to do much of anything, the others had surged toward them, ignoring the swords, and had incapacitated them even before Thirteen could take action.

      With as many Hith as they’d encountered, a dozen of the Jahor were now armed. Hevith didn’t expect that they would be able to use the swords as well as Thom and his people, or even as well as the Firsters, but having weapons at least slowed the Hith attack.

      Now they headed toward the distant gate.

      All he wanted was to reach it. If they could reach the gate, they could get to safety.

      From there… he would have to figure out what to do from there.

      There was a general commotion in the distance.

      Slowing, Hevith looked ahead, searching for what he might find. Not fighting, though. There was a sense of power, and as he watched, he could see the glowing of the power of Callah.

      Jahor.

      Mixed within it was something else.

      He could feel the Hith.

      Though he couldn’t see them, they were there. There were more than the dozen Hevith had encountered while making their way through the streets. A hundred. Possibly more. And all of the Hith were holding on to power.

      When Hevith approached, he found Thom facing the Hith.

      “You found them,” Thom said, looking at the Jahor after he finished cutting down two of the Hith. “This is more than the Movras said we had.”

      Mel had hidden them within the city. If he were right, then all of them would have some ability to reach the power of Callah. That was the reason she’d hidden them. They could learn to control it. Hevith felt certain of that. They could be trained. They could face the Hith. They could end the war.

      But first they had to get out of the city.

      That was the part of all of this that should have been easy at this point. He hadn’t expected there to be resistance, but the Hith in front of him made it clear they wouldn’t easily be able to escape.

      “How many Hith are up there?”

      “More than we can manage. We’ve tried to push them back, but…”

      “Is there another way out of the city?”

      “The wall surrounds it.”

      Mel might have known, but she was gone. Any hope of her smuggling others out of the city had died with her. If there wasn’t another way out, they had no choice about what they did. They would have to fight their way to freedom.

      The power of the Hith began to intensify. It took him a moment to realize why he should be able to fight back.

      The staff.

      The staff practically hummed with power. It reverberated within his hand, the surging of energy that suggested the Hith were there and active.

      “What are you doing?” Thom asked.

      Hevith glanced over at him. “I can feel what I need to do.”

      “What’s that? Die? There are too many of them for you. For any of us.”

      Hevith looked along the line of the Jahor. Now they had several hundred. Not all of them were able to fight. Those who could—or were willing to—had swords or were with those who had them.

      “It’s time that we stand up to the Hith. All of us.”

      “They aren’t fighters. That’s why we’ve protected them. They have potential, but that potential needs a chance to grow, to continue to develop. Without that…”

      Hevith shook his head. “We have to stop hiding. It’s time we bring our people out, for the Hith to see we’re not afraid.”

      “They’ve beaten us,” Thom said.

      “Yet you fight. Others do as well.”

      Hevith swept his gaze around at the others near them. There were Jahor who weren’t afraid to fight. He could see the determination on their faces. There were even some who looked almost eager. That would be dangerous, but it was better that than fear the Hith. The Hith could be defeated. They had done it. They had stopped them. They needed only to have the opportunity to do so.

      “We need to keep fighting. We’ll get out of the city, away from the Hith.” He reached for the inestar. That was going to be important for anything else they might do. Hevith could use the device, and he could send a summons to the other Jahor. If it worked, and if they were aware of the summons, they should be able to keep moving and get to safety. “We can build our numbers. The Hith have to recognize they can’t easily defeat us any longer.”

      “That’s not how the power of Callah works,” Thom said.

      “Isn’t it?” He looked at the others arranged with Thom. There were many of them still fighting the Hith off. “Look at how many of your people already fight. It might not be the way we want to use this power, but for now, and until we’re safe, it’s the way we need to use it.”

      “What gives you the authority to make that decision?”

      The young woman he’d helped rescue spoke up. Hevith hadn’t even realized she was behind him. “He’s the Volatar.”

      Hevith started away. He tapped the staff along the ground, letting the sense of power ring out from it as he did. With each step, he fortified himself even more. It would take strength and determination in order to reach them. Not only to reach them, but to be prepared for whatever else he might have to face. He had to be ready.

      The Jahor needed him. In whatever role that would be.

      As he neared, the inestar started to vibrate in his pocket. The device seemed to want him to be here. He needed to be here.

      Darkness swirled along the ground, but most of the Jahor were aware of it, and they used the power within their swords to sweep that influence away, overwhelming the Hith power.

      These weren’t the most powerful of the Hith.

      There was a slight movement near him and Hevith spun, sweeping the staff out from him. A darkness exploded from it, the Hith magic sweeping out and slamming into one of the Hith.

      The staff held power—and let him release it again.

      The Hith turned toward him, attention now upon him.

      A massive swell of power came toward him.

      It was thick, something like several vines of power coming together into a thickness nearly as wide as a tree trunk running along the cobbles, and it veered directly at him.

      He held the staff out.

      When the power struck it, Hevith had a hard time holding on to the staff. Enough power filled the staff that he wasn’t able to maintain his connection to it, though he tried.

      He started backing away.

      The Hith followed him.

      There were too many of them. The power coming at him was too great.

      He clung to the staff.

      The Hith magic flooded into it, filling it. If he let it go now, he might be able to survive the attack. He could turn. Run. Hold onto the inestar and avoid the Hith.

      Then again, if he let go of the staff, Morad would claim it again.

      If only he could find some way to restrict how much of the power went into the staff.

      His hand throbbed from trying to hold on to it, and he grabbed it with his other hand, squeezing so he could maintain that connection. As he did, he could feel the power steadying.

      For a moment, he thought he might be able to hold it. That he could withstand what was happening to him. The power from the staff began to build, vibrating, leaving his hands feeling as if they were surrounded by the nature of the Hith magic.

      Release it.

      There must be a limit to how much power the staff could absorb.

      If he’d reached that limit, he wouldn’t be able to stop the Hith. His connection to the elaron wasn’t enough for this many of the Hith.

      He had to release the Hith power upon them.

      Hevith swung the staff outward. There was a burst of power from it.

      He didn’t have any control over the way he was holding on to that power. Nothing that allowed him to know what he was doing, only that there was the buildup of energy within the staff. He tried to control the way it released, but it came as an explosion.

      Power went wild and streaked into the air.

      Hevith could practically see the way the power left the end of the staff. There was no control to it. There was only the sense of that power pouring outward, nothing else.

      Then it struck.

      It hit the wall surrounding the city.

      There came a deep rumbling. The sound came from somewhere far beneath the ground, the earth groaning at the power. Stones started to fall.

      They cascaded from the top of the wall and fell inward.

      He didn’t have the opportunity to keep his focus there.

      There came another buildup of power. This was closer, faster, and angrier.

      Hevith glanced back. Had anyone noticed what he was doing?

      As that power struck, Hevith held on to the staff. Using two hands seemed to make it easier to absorb it. When it reached a point where he could no longer hold out, Hevith turned the power outward, swinging it again. Once again, he tried to target the Hith.

      There was the awareness of the power leaving him and it seemed to impact the Hith, but they used some aspect of their power to redirect what he’d done. It came shooting toward him. Amplified.

      He swung the staff. Unleashing more of the stored power, the energy struck what the Hith had done, and the power rebounded.

      It struck several of the Hith, dropping them before rolling past them and striking the wall again.

      The wall had been crumbling under the weight of the last explosion, but this one put it over the edge. It started to shake, and then it trembled. Even more of the sense of power flowed through the ground.

      He had to take a step back.

      At least the Hith didn’t hold him in place. They had turned their attention to the wall. Focusing their power on it, the stone stopped falling inward. It was almost as if they wanted to protect those within, but that was unlikely.

      Could they need the wall?

      Hevith wondered if the wall did more than he’d realized. What if it was something like the staff—or the medallion? They might be using that power and harnessing it even though the others would have no idea of what was happening.

      When the Hith energy started to build again, he purposefully stalked forward, heading straight toward it.

      He would see what they were doing. He would find a way to understand.

      One of the Hith turned their attention to him. Power slammed into the staff, but he caught it.

      Hevith didn’t wait as long as he had before and let it out from the staff, intentionally targeting the wall. The last two times had been accidental, but this time would be a direct attack.

      When it struck, the stone collapsed. It did so with a massive explosion, and the wall dropped, dust and debris raining inward. The thunder of the collapse was too much this close up.

      Hevith waited for another attack to come while the wall fell, but the Hith didn’t direct their attention to him the way that they had. Either they weren’t concerned about him or there was something else that they were more worried about.

      The inestar started to vibrate.

      Turning and looking behind him, he wondered why he should feel the vibrating.

      Could there be more of the Jahor captured somewhere near him?

      He could let the inestar guide him if it came to that, though he didn’t think that was what it was going to take. Out here in the open, with so many of the Hith, he thought he should be able to see if there was anyone here.

      The debris cleared.

      As it did, the Hith power started to build.

      The sense of it came slowly at first, but then it built with increasing intensity, as if the Hith prepared their final attack.

      Hevith held on to the staff and started forward.

      The inestar continued its vibration.

      Through the fading dust and debris, he saw something else.

      A glowing light on the other side of the remains of the wall.

      Many glowing lights.

      The power of Callah.

      They surged forward, and Hevith understood.

      The Firsters and the rest of the prisoners had answered the call of the inestar.
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      The Hith turned their attention toward the Firsters, ignoring Hevith.

      He used that opportunity to attack.

      He tapped the staff on the ground, letting power flow out from him, away from the staff, borrowed power he’d taken from the Hith.

      Hevith treated the staff as if he were using a sword. He swung, sweeping it in a broad arc and swiping it around. It struck the nearest Hith.

      The man fell.

      Power surged behind him.

      At first, Hevith thought it might be more of the Hith, that they’d somehow gotten around him. He hadn’t been careful, and he knew it was possible they would have found a way to get past him, but he didn’t think that was the case. He focused on the Hith power, but it wasn’t near him.

      That meant what he detected was something else.

      The inestar vibrated.

      That was what he had detected.

      Jahor surged forward.

      Hevith stayed where he was as the Jahor charged toward the Hith. It was Thom. Karsten. Others with them. Coldan made his way toward him as well. Then there were others.

      They weren’t soldiers, though some of them carried weapons. They were the Jahor he’d rescued from their hiding places beneath the city. They charged forward, the same as the others, toward the Hith.

      The Hith were caught between this attack and the Firsters.

      The battle happened quickly.

      Hevith added what he could, using the staff to capture power from the Hith and then unleashing it back on them. The Hith fell.

      It seemed like a long time, but the battle raged only a short while. When it was over, Hith lay unmoving on the ground. Some were dead, others incapacitated.

      There were some of the Jahor who’d fallen as well. Some who’d been with him only a short while, but also some dressed in the soldier style of Karsten and Thom.

      Had it been worth it?

      Rescuing the city had to be worth it.

      Only, it didn’t feel as if they’d rescued the city.

      Rather, it felt to him as if they had destroyed the city. He doubted any of the Jahor would want to stay here.

      Coldan approached. His head was bloodied and his eyes carried a weariness in them. “You live,” Coldan said.

      “You doubted I would?”

      “I didn’t know. When I didn’t see you, I didn’t know if you would have made it through the night.”

      Hevith sighed. “I faced him. Morad.”

      He started looking at the Hith. He needed to know if Morad had been among them. He doubted he would have risked himself. The medallion would have helped, but he would have wanted his staff.

      Would he now regroup?

      Maybe there were other devices he’d use. If that were the case, Hevith had to worry more about where he might go, and whether the other who Morad had served would come for them.

      Then again, let him.

      This was war.

      The inestar vibrated. It was almost as if it approved of what he wanted.

      It was time for them to face the Hith. Time for them to end the war, not run. They needed to gather those who had the power of Callah and find some way to master that ability, train them to use that power, and then determine the next step in the fight. If that meant taking the battle to the Hith, that was what Hevith was willing to do.

      Would the others be willing?

      Could he lead them?

      Perhaps that was the more important question. Mel intended for him to take on a leadership role—she’d wanted him to be the Movras—but that wasn’t who he could be.

      “Who are you looking for?” Coldan asked.

      “Morad.”

      He had to be here somewhere, but if he wasn’t, then Hevith was going to keep looking. There were quite a few of the fallen Hith, but as he looked through them, he didn’t see anyone like Morad.

      Hevith breathed out, looking straight ahead. “He’s not here,” he whispered.

      Coldan had stayed with him, watching over him while he had searched. That had offered him a sense of reassurance, especially as he had started to suspect that whatever his purpose with the Jahor was meant to be, it wasn’t one where he would be fighting. The Firsters, the Order, if that was what they were, along with those like Thom and Karsten, had that role. Hevith would have to work with them.

      “We’ll keep looking,” Coldan said.

      Hevith nodded.

      Coldan guided him through the remains of the city, toward the fallen portion of the wall. As they reached the wall, he found Karn, but he also found Mother. The rest of the Firsters were there, cleaning up the remainder of the battle with the Hith.

      All looked tired, but they didn’t have the beaten and injured appearance of the Jahor within the city. The wagons were arranged in a circle not far from where the wall had fallen, and there were more than had been with them before.

      “You returned,” he said to Mother.

      She looked at him, watching with an expression of confusion, though there was something else within it that he couldn’t register quite yet. “I felt the summons. I would not have, but the intensity of it was such that…” She shook her head. “I would not have.”

      “I made us turn around,” Karn said, glaring at her before turning back to Hevith. There was something in the way he said it. An acknowledgement of what he left unsaid. He was Jahor. “When we felt the summons, we knew we were needed. We didn’t know quite why we were needed, only that there was a sense of something that called to us. That was the Movras?”

      Hevith reached into his pocket, holding out the inestar. In the daylight, it was very plain looking. A short wand of wood that reminded him of the staff, with words etched into the surface. Still, there was a certain power within it that Hevith could still feel. Holding it as he did, there was almost a vibration from the inestar, one that seemed to try to call to him—and to the rest of the Jahor.

      Mother regarded the inestar with an interest—almost a longing.

      “This is the inestar,” he said to Karn.

      Hevith squeezed it. There was a hint of vibration from within it, though not as much as what he felt from the staff as he squeezed on that. The length of the staff seemed to hold on to a certain sense of power, and there was a surge of energy that came from it, enough that Hevith wondered why he should feel it so intently now. The only times he’d felt the power within the staff quite like he did now were when he’d been around those who could use Hith power.

      There were no Hith remaining. The Hith were gone. Defeated.

      Still, the staff seemed almost to warn him.

      “You felt the summons from this?” Hevith asked.

      He watched Karn, who nodded, before turning his attention to Mother. She studied the inestar, and there was that strange look in her eyes that troubled him.

      Graychen and a few of the Firsters made their way over to him.

      Hevith waited until they did to say anything more. “Were you working with him?” Hevith faced her, holding the staff in front of him. As he squeezed the length of the staff, he wondered if she would even know about the power within it, or whether that would be something only he could feel.

      “Who was she working with?” Karn asked.

      “Morad.” Hevith nodded toward the remains of the city. “He was something different. Not Jahor. Not Hith, though he led the Hith. Vicenz.” Graychen’s brow furrowed at the name. “We learned that once we got here, and I don’t think he was acting alone. I think there was someone else he worked with, only I didn’t learn who that might be.”

      “Morad? He didn’t have any power. Didn’t you say he’d lost his connection to power?” Graychen asked Mother.

      “That is what he told me.”

      Hevith tipped the staff toward her. When he did, there was a hint of power that echoed within it. That could mean anything, but he worried it meant she wasn’t who he had thought. But then, she’d already proven she wasn’t what he thought.

      “He was powerful. He had several items able to pull on power. Items like this.”

      Hevith tipped the staff toward her again. He tried to draw power through it, the same way he had when he’d been using the power against the Hith. Nothing came from the inestar that would explain the power he felt or the sense of energy surging around him.

      What he did notice was a strange drawing.

      It was the same as the medallion Morad had worn.

      Hevith leaned the staff toward her again, then he held the inestar out. When he reached the inestar toward Graychen, it vibrated. When he turned it toward Mother… there was nothing.

      “Hold her,” he said softly to Coldan.

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” he whispered.

      “No.”

      Still, it was what he needed to do.

      Coldan stepped forward, his sword sheathed, and he grabbed Mother.

      Graychen started to object, but Hevith moved between him and Mother and grabbed for the necklace he’d seen her wearing.

      When he pulled it free, he saw it.

      A medallion.

      It was similar to the one Morad had possessed.

      She stiffened but didn’t say anything.

      The medallion glowed softly. The light from it reminded him of what he’d seen from the power of Callah, but it was a soft light, not one with much power or intensity. Then again, if the power was only stored in the medallion, it wouldn’t matter. It would be someone else’s power, and it would be stolen.

      It was the reason she had such limits to her power.

      Hers was borrowed.

      Hevith jerked it off her neck.

      The band snapped and he pulled it away from her. “You’re with him.”

      She looked up at him. Something about her had changed when he’d pulled the medallion free. Whereas before, she looked to be a kindly old woman, with graying hair and hunched features, without the medallion, she was younger. Perhaps the same age as his mother, but she had dark hair and complexion, sharp cheekbones, and an arrogant tilt to her head.

      Could this be the person who’d led Morad?

      “You know so little,” she sneered. Even her tone of voice had changed. She straightened and jerked free of Coldan.

      Another item appeared in her hand.

      She held it away from her, angling it toward Hevith.

      He smacked at it with the staff.

      The circular item caught his attempt to hit it and pushed it back.

      He was too tired. After having fought the Hith, there was little strength left in him. He doubted he could reach the power of Callah.

      What he could reach was the power within the medallion.

      It stored the power of the Jahor.

      It was borrowed energy. Stolen.

      He held it away from him, and there came a surge of power as it exploded.

      The power struck Mother and knocked her back.

      Coldan was there, sword in hand, holding it up against her neck.

      Graychen stood off to the side, watching. “What is this?”

      “We’ve been misled,” he said.

      “By Mother?”

      “I don’t know who she is, but she’s not Mother,” Hevith said. At least, she didn’t deserve a title like that. He had no idea what they were going to do with her, but what he wanted was answers. Whatever else, she knew something. “Who are you?”

      She sneered at him and Coldan shoved the sword closer to her neck.

      Mother looked up at him, eyes narrowed. “You think this minor victory will turn the tide of this war?”

      “This victory isn’t minor,” Hevith said.

      “In the scheme of things, this is minor.”

      Hevith pulled the inestar from his pocket and ran his fingers along its surface. “We have this device. You and Morad wanted it badly enough to hide in the prison, thinking you could draw it out. Now we have it. And you failed. Whoever sent you after it will have failed.”

      She smiled at him. “Now you think you know enough to intimidate me?” She started laughing but cut off when Coldan pressed the sword even closer toward her. “You may have stopped us, but you won’t stop all of this.”

      Hevith could only stare at her. He wanted answers, but he didn’t know if there would be any. Why would she have done what she had? What purpose would there be in what they were after?

      Maybe they wouldn’t know.

      “Bind her and make sure she doesn’t have anything else on her,” Hevith said to Coldan.

      “Are you sure that will be enough?”

      He watched her. “She doesn’t have any power of her own. She’s like Morad. It’s stolen power. And she will come with us so we can understand the reason behind what she was after. She doesn’t know it yet, but she will answer.” Hevith leaned toward Mother. “You probably hate this magic as much as Morad did. Unfortunately for you, I learned to reach it. You’ll find yourself experiencing this power as often as I can reach it, until you provide me the answers I need.”

      Coldan jerked her away.

      Hevith stared as she was guided away from him.

      “What will you do now?” Graychen asked.

      Hevith glanced toward the remains of the city. “The Jahor who were here can’t remain. There are over a hundred, most with some sort of ability. I suspect we’ll find more when we search.” And they would need to search. Hevith didn’t intend to leave anyone behind. He would find them, and he would learn whether there was anything that could be done for them. Train them, if it were possible. From there… they would uncover what the Hith—and whoever Mother and Morad worked with—were a part of. What these Vicenz were. A danger. That much he knew. “When we’re done, we will lead them from the city.”

      He looked around, noting a gleam within Coldan’s eyes. He was with him now. Enemies, once, now they would fight for the Jahor. Together.

      “Where would you have us go?” Graychen asked.

      Us, now. He no longer questioned.

      The old soldier took a deep breath, but his gaze lingered on the inestar Hevith still hadn’t put back in his pocket. Unlike Mother when she’d been looking at it, there was no expression of longing in his eyes. There was only a curiosity.

      “You summoned.” Graychen looked at the other Firsters. “We could feel it. All of us. I thought she could feel it, too, but she must not have been really able to do so.”

      “I don’t know if she could or not. It’s possible that this,” he held the medallion out, “allowed her to do so. It certainly helped her pull on power.”

      “When will we go?”

      Hevith turned to the city. He thought about where they would need to go, and what they would need to do.

      They had to prepare.

      There was so much for them to do. The war had been raging a long time, and in that time, the Jahor had run from the Hith. He would see that change.

      In order to do so, they would need to prepare. Train. They would need to be ready.

      What they needed was to find a place where they could learn.

      He didn’t know where that might be, but as he looked in the direction where Coldan had guided Mother, an idea started to come to him. She would teach. She might not want to, and she might refuse, but she had answers.

      “We’re going to gather the Jahor. We’re going to rebuild. Then we’re going to take the fight to the Hith.”
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      Tolsar started forward, stalking toward me with a surge of power flowing from him. His face changed as he looked at me, occasionally flickering into something that resembled what he’d looked like when I’d first seen him, but then even that transformed.

      “Tolsar?”

      I’d focused on Erich, but power seemed to be coming from Tolsar.

      He’d drained Erich.

      Where was he?

      “Look for Erich,” I said to Shae and Onar.

      I focused on Tolsar. There was a significant sense of elaron coming off him, more than I would have expected from him based on any time I’d been around him before. There had never been any sense from him before, but now there was a powerful one.

      He looked different than I remembered as well. There was a twisted nature to his face, features that were blackened, taking on something of a horrific visage, reminding me of the woman when she’d attacked in the level above.

      “Hevith!”

      I glanced in the direction Shae pointed.

      Erich was there. Not dried out as so many bodies were, but lying immobile. The sense of the elaron stretched away from him, heading from him toward Tolsar.

      It was powerful.

      Erich was the most powerful Jahor we’d found in a while.

      Having access to his power would give them too much of an advantage. It would give them the chance to draw energy in a way that wouldn’t be limited, not as so many others were limited.

      “What did you do to him?”

      “You’ve been so helpful with me,” Tolsar said.

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      The other man smiled. “Oh, but you have. You’ve shown me how to control this power. The others have struggled. It’s why I was sent. Why I was chosen,” he sneered. I didn’t miss the slight as he used the term. “Now that you’ve demonstrated what we need to know in order to control it, I think we’ll find it much easier to handle.” He took another step toward me, and I tried pulling on the elaron coming off him, but hesitated. There was still the possibility that Erich lived. If he did, then I didn’t want to pull that power away from him and potentially leave Erich with nothing. We’d need whatever connection there was to fuel him. “We thought we could learn by staying here and studying your kind, but study has led us nowhere. We needed someone able to teach. Who would ever have imagined the Volatar himself would teach us?”

      “Where is the Trilan?”

      “You won’t live long enough to find him.”

      There came a sense from somewhere near me.

      I spun.

      The young woman was there.

      Holding on to my connection to the elaron, I pushed it out, forcing it into a beam of light. It would take considerable power to hold onto, power that I wasn’t sure I had enough control over.

      But I didn’t have to hold back when it came to this woman.

      She’d stolen from others, and they would likely be too far gone.

      Her hand twisted, forming a claw much like I’d seen the woman make up above.

      Having seen it before, I was ready for it.

      I twisted, drawing upon the elaron within her while also pushing back with the ne’rash.

      Onar was there.

      His sword swept toward her.

      She was fast, but with me drawing upon the power within her, she wasn’t nearly as fast as she would have been.

      His blade sliced into her.

      The power began to bleed out.

      Dark lines formed where he’d cut her, starting to stitch her back together, but Onar swung again, twisting his blade in a sharp and rapid sweep.

      The sword glowed brightly, carving through her arm.

      I thought that might be it for her, but she regenerated faster than I would have imagined.

      How is such a thing possible?

      We had to find a way to overpower her magic. I didn’t know what it might take, only that whatever she was able to draw upon was far more than the others had done. This time, we faced more than one at a time, and both of them were powerful.

      Shae attacked.

      Tolsar demanded my attention. I had to leave her and Onar to deal with the young woman.

      Dark lines stretched across Tolsar’s face, power drawn off Erich and flowing into him. I held on to what I’d pulled off the woman, letting that sense of power fill me. There would be more, and I needed to continue to call to it, trying to slow her so the others would be able to drop her.

      All it would take would be continuing to pull on enough of the elaron that she’d drained from someone else. Then the others would be able to defeat her.

      “You won’t succeed,” I said.

      “We aren’t the only ones here.”

      “I’ve killed two of your kind. I know how to do it.”

      “My kind can’t be killed.”

      “They can. I’ve seen it.”

      “Have you?”

      A dark smile twisted on his face.

      Power bloomed near us.

      Dark power. Dangerous power.

      The power of these creatures.

      I thought I’d killed them, but what if I hadn’t?

      We’d brought them here.

      We would have brought many of them here.

      Tolsar watched me, amusement shining on his face.

      There wouldn’t be anything I’d be able to do if there were too many others coming for us. Even two of them at one time might be more than we could withstand. It took everything in our power to keep them at bay the way it was.

      That was what he wanted from me.

      He wanted me to believe there were others coming. He wanted me to believe there was no way to kill them. In that way… he was more like the Trilan.

      Could he be the Trilan?

      I pushed outward with the elaron, and it practically bounced off him.

      He had considerable power.

      I knew he did. I’d detected what he’d been doing, the way that he’d been calling on power. That was the entire purpose of the chalice. He had given himself a storage of power he wouldn’t otherwise have.

      By having the rest of us within the fortress, openly using our power, we’d offered him everything he needed. And I had given him what he’d needed when he wanted to learn how to control the elaron.

      A growing concern filled me. This might be the Trilan.

      I’d not faced him directly, and though I didn’t know if this was actually him or some host, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was some aspect of him here.

      Power surged behind me but I knew better than to turn and look to see what might be happening there. They were battling. That much I could feel, even if I didn’t want to turn and see just what exactly they were doing.

      Tolsar started toward me again.

      More power pressed outward from him.

      This time, I could feel the nature of that power.

      Some of it was Erich, but not all of it.

      There had to be some reason Tolsar maintained a connection to him.

      That reason would have to be similar to why there had been husks of people we’d uncovered in the forest. They were likely Jahor who’d come for help, people with potential that had been drained, but what if there was something more to them?

      If I could separate the power from him, tease away just enough of what he had done, use that to find whether there was anything I could do to pull away the sense of Erich, then I might be able to draw that power off him and not worry about harming Erich. Yet I didn’t know if I would be able to do it.

      All I could do was pull on the ne’rash and try to push him back.

      I didn’t want to harm Erich. I had no qualms about harming Tolsar.

      Drawing on the beam of elaron, I let that fill me, flowing through me. As it did, I could feel the way that power surged, rolling outward, and I pushed it forward, ready for whatever I might be able to summon.

      The beam formed.

      I pushed some of the ne’rash into it.

      There was a hint of instability, but then it coalesced.

      Darkness flowed through the light, twisting together, wrapping around the beam of light, holding a sense of power as it did.

      That was what I needed.

      I didn’t know if I’d have the strength I wanted, but I could feel the energy flowing from me. If I didn’t hold tightly to it, there might be too much that would separate from me, though the ne’rash started to twist inward, holding on to the elaron.

      Tolsar watched the beam. “Should that impress me?”

      “I didn’t show you this,” I said.

      Then I darted forward.

      I wasn’t going to give him a chance to attack.

      He seemed to be ready, pushing outward with the elaron, using a technique I’d taught him, but using the beam of light, I slashed through it, carving it away.

      The power parted from him.

      The elaron tried to reach me again, the attack he held on to skilled, but not as skilled as it would be were he powered by the elaron on his own.

      He tried to hold me back, but that wasn’t his power.

      I twisted the powers together.

      Holding them like this, energy raged out from me.

      There was anger—that was the power of the ne’rash and the reason I had hesitated so much in drawing on it—but there was a soothing force of the elaron. I’d never tried to use one to counter the other, and even now, that wasn’t so much what I did. What happened instead was that they mingled.

      They were different magics. Power coming from a greater place. They were the kind of power that I could call upon, and when I did, I held them outward.

      That mingled power exploded.

      When it struck Tolsar, he was thrown back.

      He tried to overpower me, but there was a limit to how much power he had compared to the combined magics. What I could use was different.

      Not Hith, but not even Jahor. Not anymore.

      Was I even the Volatar any longer?

      Could I be?

      That was what Coldan had been getting at. His wisdom seemed to know no bounds when it came to trying to help me find myself, to find the source of the ne’rash power and to see if there was anything I could do in order to control it.

      Embrace it.

      Not only the power, but what it meant for myself.

      When I’d gone looking to understand the ne’rash, a part of me had felt ashamed at what I’d done, as if I’d violated some aspect of who I could and should be. It had taken away the elaron within me, separating me from that power. Only when I’d realized that I still had the desire to help and protect my people did I have a way of reaching the elaron consistently again, though not with the same strength.

      I could not.

      Not now that I could reach the ne’rash.

      That power changed things for me, though perhaps not as much as I’d feared. With the power of the ne’rash, it made me something more.

      That energy flowed outward.

      The darkness within the beam continued to twist together, but in a way I understood. More than that, it unlocked something within me that had been bound deeply. The elaron, but also the ne’rash.

      They had been competing, holding each other back.

      Power exploded.

      It took all of my focus in order to keep it tied together.

      The beam surged, bursting outward.

      Tolsar wasn’t ready for it.

      The beam struck, driving through his stomach.

      I twisted it, letting the power flow from him.

      He looked up at me, locking eyes. “Do you think this is finished?”

      “You won’t steal power from us.”

      “You’ll never find all of us.”

      I pushed power out from me, and it burst.

      There came a surge of elaron and it mixed with the ne’rash, blasting outward. It came with much more force than I’d been able to call upon before.

      The creature that was Tolsar absorbed that energy.

      For a moment, I thought he would be able to hold on to it. Given what I’d seen from him, and what he would have learned from me, it was possible he had the knowledge needed to control the power flowing into him. Then it began to overwhelm him.

      The elaron was more than he could withstand.

      The ne’rash overpowered him.

      Together, they burst with an explosion of power.

      It burned off the form he’d taken on, twisting it into a darkened, serpent-like shape.

      That struggled against what I pushed out, requiring more than I thought would be safe to use.

      Erich.

      The power from him had been separated. It no longer flowed into Tolsar.

      Drawing on it, I let that fill me, adding to what I did. I didn’t want to draw too much, and I held it only a moment, long enough to overwhelm the darkened creature, and then I blasted it with the ne’rash.

      It scattered.

      Something like a fog formed.

      I continued pushing, adding a hint of the elaron to it, and that fog exploded.

      Without hesitating, I turned to where Erich lay on the ground unmoving. Pushing power at him, I let the elaron flow into him.

      It wasn’t enough.

      I had to pour more into him.

      It was going to take a surge of my own power.

      That would change him.

      I’d seen it with Coldan. Now with Onar. Both of them had been changed. There had been others, but I’d connected them to the elaron, not like what I would need to do with Erich.

      Perhaps this should be different.

      As I let the elaron pour from me, he swelled with it.

      There wasn’t as much of a change as there had been with Onar, but something about him shifted. I could see the way it did.

      Then he sucked in a sharp breath.

      Only then did I release the power.

      As I did, I turned. I hadn’t paid any attention to whether the others had managed to defeat the other creature.

      I found Onar and Shae on opposite sides of her.

      She still lived, though with the sword marks through her, she wasn’t quite as she had been before.

      No longer did she appear quite as young as she had. There was a darkness to her, and an age that seemed to form around the corners of her eyes. Power that had been within her had drained somewhat, leaving her weakened.

      “What should we do?” Onar asked as I started toward her. “I think we can destroy her. We don’t have the same power as you do, but with enough of the elaron through the blade, I think we can overpower her.”

      “That’s not going to be needed,” I said.

      “Hevith?” Shae asked.

      I nodded to the creature. Drawing forth the mixture of the elaron and the ne’rash was easier now that I understood what was necessary. Mixing them, but trying to do so in a way that would twist them together. As I did, the resistance that I felt began to fade a little, giving me access to all of that power.

      Answers. That was what I needed.

      What we needed.

      The Trilan had attacked again.

      Could we have faced the wrong enemy all along? There was the Hith I’d seen in the walls. All of that couldn’t be coincidence.

      Somehow this was all tied together.

      Could we have been facing the wrong enemy?

      What if the Hith had been used the same as the Jahor? The war might have been fought because of some shadowy creature we’d never known existed—and wouldn’t have known had I not uncovered it.

      Letting the beam form, I swept it toward her.

      She screamed.

      Power surged from her, and it seemed as if she tried to reform following the injury, but she wasn’t able to do so.

      “Good,” I whispered.

      Taking another swing, I brought the sword of power through her again, keeping her from drawing on the magic that would allow her to come back together.

      “You will answer our questions.”

      She twisted toward me. The dark lines formed around her eyes, around her face, and down her neck. They looked like twisted spiderwebs along the entirety of her face, as if some fearsome tattoo had been worked upon her.

      “You will answer our questions or you will die.”

      “Do you think I fear death?”

      She threw herself forward and I swept out with a surge of the combined magic. It struck her leg and the twisted forms began to twine around it again, but where it touched, there was no return.

      “How many of you are there?”

      She smiled at me. There was something beautiful and deadly in that expression. “More than you can even fathom.”

      When she tried to attack again, I held on to the beam of power, stretching it away from me. It had been a long time since I’d been able to hold on to power in such a way—and for so long.

      “Why did you come here?”

      She laughed, a terrible and angry sound. “You have provided what we failed to uncover for centuries.”

      Centuries.

      Gods. What had I done?

      That was why they were here. The elaron.

      Worse, I thought I knew what we dealt with.

      “Who are you?”

      She laughed again. “You were so close…”

      With that, she darted forward.

      I thought she tried to attack, but that wasn’t what she did.

      The woman slammed herself into the end of the beam and held herself there.

      Her body withered, and when the creature appeared, I expected her to struggle, as if to try to squirm away, but she didn’t. Instead, the creature disappeared in a wisp of smoke so quickly, I couldn’t react.

      Then it was gone.

      She was gone.

      “Did you kill it?” Shae asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know if I can kill whatever it is.”

      “What are they?” she asked.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to think through everything that I knew. “Something that should not have been here.”

      “Why?”

      I turned away. I needed to find Coldan. He would understand.

      Only, why would this have come to us?

      “Where are you going?” Shae asked.

      “I need some fresh air.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Onar asked.

      “They’re gone. Or they will be.” I could hurt them. That much was true. They could hurt me, too.

      They could hide anywhere. The power they were able to control allowed them the ability to hide. They had come to understand the elaron. One of the great powers. All those years, this place had been a way for them to study that power, to try to find an understanding of it, and in that time, they hadn’t come up with the answers they had wanted.

      Not Vicenz, not as I’d thought.

      They had used the ne’rash as well.

      When I reached the main level, I tried not to look at all the fallen forms.

      Once out in the garden, I took a deep breath. The fragrance of the flowers seemed cloying, filling my nostrils, and what I wanted was anything but that sense. Maybe the flowers would in some way add power to these creatures.

      The creatures could be anywhere. They could be anyone.

      If they had the ability to draw off the elaron, and if they could also draw off the ne’rash as I suspected, then it was possible they were everywhere.

      “Hevith?”

      I turned slowly and found Coldan standing near the edge of the forest. He was the reason I had come here. The one I had needed to find. He was the one who would understand.

      “What happened?”

      “We’ve been fighting the wrong war.”

      In halting terms, I told him what happened. There was no reaction from him other than when I’d mentioned the attack on me. I knew why that would garner a reaction from him. He would have preferred to have been there.

      “What do you intend to do?”

      His voice was soft, filled with concern.

      Determined.

      “What can we do? They possess another of the great powers of the world.” Not elaron and not ne’rash, but one that allowed them to absorb those powers. A power that should not have reached us. “They could be anywhere.”

      Coldan took a step toward me. “Are they you?”

      I looked up, frowning. “What kind of question is that?”

      “Are they?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think they’re me?”

      I shook my head. “You’ve been with me too long.”

      “What about Shae?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then you know where to start.”

      The creature’s words came back to me. There wasn’t any way they couldn’t. They echoed in my head, staying there.

      We didn’t even know our enemy.

      All this time, I had blamed the Hith, much like all this time I had struggled with my memories of the fortress.

      They were the wrong struggles.

      The wrong war.

      If we were to do anything, we would have to choose the right war.

      We knew it involved the Trilan. We didn’t know how to find him.

      “Hevith?” he asked.

      I looked up at him, meeting his eyes. “We need to go to the tu’alan. Something greater is at work here. This is no longer only our war.”
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      Pick up book 3: The Bonds of War
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      War breaks old bonds while new ones form.

      The threat of the mysterious creatures that can drain different types of magic sends the Volatar and his friends on a mission to uncover answers from the tu'alan, but the last time he had visited them, they had refused to get involved. Finding answers poses a danger, and it involves him mastering his control over the great powers he possesses - or lose them altogether. With the coming threat, he begins to question if his new understanding of his magic will even be enough.

      After an attack on the wagon caravan making its way north with the Jahor, Hevith chases an old foe for answers. What he uncovers will change the complexion of his purpose, but he must have the fortitude to make the difficult choices to protect his people. War with the Hith is coming, and he must be ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Power Awakened. 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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