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      An explosion thundered in the distance, setting off a plume of dust and debris that went spiraling into the sky to mingle with the gray clouds. Wind whipped around, sending that dust spinning, twisting, and bringing the stench of the explosion toward Hevith and the others. He breathed out, trying to keep the smell from getting to him, but the power of it filled his nostrils.

      “Where do you think that came from?” Gerald asked.

      Hevith cupped his hand over his eyes. They were situated on a narrow road leading west, and the explosion had come out of the south. Always south. He’d been trying to move as quickly as he could, guiding the people along the road as safely as he could keep them, but the steady blasts seemed as if they chased them. Hevith no longer knew whether they did or not.

      “Probably a day or more behind us.”

      “We can look. Doesn’t take much for those of us who can run back to find out.” Coldan stood stiffly as he looked toward the south. The curved blade sheathed at his side was only a moment from being unsheathed, as if he wanted to draw it. Like so many of the soldiers, there remained an edge within him. Much like there had always been an edge within Hevith.

      There was no doubt that Coldan looked to Hevith for permission as much as anything. The other man needed to know whether Hevith thought they should go looking for what had happened, but any disappearance like that would only put them into danger. They needed the soldiers to keep the others safe.

      “If you think that’s best,” Hevith said.

      Coldan glanced at him, frowning. “You don’t.”

      “I think that’s what the Hith want from us. They’re testing us. That’s why they trigger the explosions. They want to know what we might do when we’re attacked.”

      “We still don’t know what we might do when we’re attacked,” Coldan said.

      Hevith nodded. “Much like we don’t know how many they might send against us. It could be a dozen”—and a dozen Hith, regardless of how well trained the Firster soldiers might be, would still be more than they could handle—“or it might be only a few.”

      “She could help.”

      Hevith nodded slowly. That was the hope. That was why they had dragged her along over the last two months, ever since leaving Yarshin, defeating Morad and thinking they would have something more to protect the Jahor.

      Hevith turned toward the distant sight of the wagons. They were situated on the hillside, twisting around the road as it led upward. A few people stood outside the wagons and the drivers all sat upright, looking toward the explosion. Everyone waited for Hevith. Despite himself, he had become the wagon master, so they waited on him for instruction.

      “She’s not been as helpful as she needs to be so far.” The wagon toward the front, where he traveled, had not only him, but a few others—including Mother. For all his attempts at calling her something else, he couldn’t. Hevith knew he should think of her in different terms, but that was a struggle.

      “That’s because you let her,” Coldan said.

      “Can’t blame him,” Gerald told the other man. Gerald was a little smaller than Coldan, but like most of the Firster soldiers, he was a large man. Muscular. They all carried the curved blades of the Jahor soldiers, now replenished and ready for the next attack. “The poor bastard spent the better part of a few months thinking she cared.”

      “Now I’m a poor bastard?” Hevith asked.

      Coldan regarded him, sweeping his gaze from his head to his feet. “That fits. Poor enough like the rest of us, and, well…”

      Hevith shook his head, smiling as he headed toward the wagons. “You aren’t wrong,” he muttered.

      “Wait. You are a bastard?” Gerald asked. “I didn’t mean anything by that, Hevith.”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not about that. About the other. It is time for me to figure out what Mother knows.”

      They kept her with them because they intended for her to teach. There had been precious little teaching from her, much like there had been little she’d shared with them about the Hith plans. At times, it seemed to Hevith she didn’t even know what the Hith intended, though he doubted that.

      He reached the top of a small rise and looked around. A grassy plain stretched away from the road, the tall blades nearly rising up to his stomach. A few copses of trees dotted the landscape, though not in large clusters. In the distance, it appeared that the ground had been trampled, though as he stared, he suspected it was only from wind blowing through.

      He nodded to a few of the men as he passed them before reaching the wagon. When he did, he pulled open the door and stood for a moment. There was a power building from within, much as there often was, though Mother didn’t have any of the power of Callah, as she had long claimed. That was borrowed. Stolen. Now that he’d taken the medallion from her, she didn’t even have that.

      The Firster soldier sitting with her looked over at him. “Time for her interrogation?” Cholt was an older man who’d gone by Three while they were in the prison, a signal of his rank. “Need me to stay?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I can manage. She won’t be going anywhere.”

      Cholt leaned forward, glaring at Mother. He didn’t say anything, though he didn’t need to. None of them had said much to her. They were all too angry about what had happened to address her directly. Only a few had spoken to her about the betrayal, but when Hevith had broached the topic, Mother had continued to deny that she had betrayed anything.

      Hevith tapped him on the shoulder and the man let out a sigh before climbing from the wagon. “I’ll be outside.”

      Hevith took his place inside the wagon, sitting across from Mother. He didn’t have a weapon and the staff he’d taken from Morad, which would allow him to draw power off the Hith as well as contain the elaron, was strapped to the side of the wagon. There was no point in carrying it around with him.

      “You’re early,” she said.

      “You know why I came now.”

      She looked up at him. Her eyes were weary, with wrinkles in the corners and an edge of darkness along there. Her gray hair was wispy and hung about her head in a mess. Since her capture, she hadn’t taken much care to keep herself together.

      “I heard. How much farther do you think you can get before they catch you?”

      “I doubt they will be able to catch us.”

      “Doubt. That won’t do you much good in a fight. What will happen when your soldiers grow weak?”

      Hevith glanced toward the door. Cholt stood outside. He suspected the man to be listening. “Why do you continue to doubt them?” he asked. There was no refuting that they were his soldiers. They’d come at his summons, and they now followed his lead. That had surprised him at first, but as the wagon master, and the one who’d defeated Morad, it had given him some level of authority. “They’ve done more than you believed they’d be able to do ever since they came.”

      Most of the people from Yarshin had chosen to come with them. They had wanted to move past the Hith, but more than that, after Hevith’s use of the inestar, they had come to believe that he should lead them. It swelled the numbers of the caravan, making it unwieldy, and was the reason that he wanted to find a home—a real home—for these people.

      Now his people.

      “They’re still nothing more than soldiers. Against an army of Hith.”

      “There are other Jahor.”

      “Are there?” She sneered as she said it.

      It still troubled Hevith that this was the same woman who had helped him during his time in the prison. The same woman who had seemingly helped so many others during her time in the prison. Now that he knew who and what she was, he found it disconcerting.

      “I have the inestar.”

      “What do you think they’ll do? Do you anticipate they’ll come running out and join you?” She leaned back, resting her head along the wall of the wagon. “Every person you bring here risks the safety they’d found. Every person you bring to you becomes a target.” She smiled darkly. “Perhaps that’s what you want. You would destroy the Jahor.”

      That was definitely for the benefit of Cholt or whoever else might be listening.

      “We’re going to get back to the lessons.”

      “You haven’t come to me for lessons in the last few days.”

      “I’ve been preoccupied.”

      “By running. The Jahor do that well.”

      “That won’t always be the case,” Hevith said.

      “You think that you can change generations of habits? You’re barely Jahor.”

      She said it as if it would be an insult to him, but Hevith only smiled. “I’m Jahor enough to lead.”

      “For now. What happens when others come looking for the Jahor and they find you? What happens when they receive their summons and they find a boy who barely understands their people?”

      Hevith stared at her, saying nothing at first. “We’re going to talk about the nature of the power.”

      She was the only person he had with him who might be able to help him control it. Mother had used the power, though she hadn’t had any of it herself. That control and use were enough that Hevith thought he could learn from her, but in the time they had been traveling together, he hadn’t found her lessons all that useful. Most of the time, she preferred to taunt him.

      “We can talk all you want but you won’t be able to learn what you need from me. I don’t have your power.”

      They’d gone through this before, as well. It was the first step in the dance they took each time he came to her for training. That was the other part of the reason that he hadn’t come to her as often as he had thought he might once they’d captured her. Had she simply been willing to teach, it would have been so much better—and easier. Instead, she preferred to taunt him.

      “You don’t have my power. You could borrow some of it, though.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the medallion, resting it on his lap. The longing he’d seen in her eyes when she looked at the medallion returned. Each time he came to her, that longing was there when he pulled the medallion out.

      “You bring that as if you actually intend to let me use it.”

      “Won’t I?”

      She leaned forward slightly. “What do you want from me?”

      “I’ve told you what I want.”

      “You want someone who can teach you to control your power, but I’m not that person. You would have me demonstrate the power needed to destroy the Vicenz.”

      Vicenz, not the Hith, as Hevith had long believed. “Let’s talk about the Vicenz.”

      “I’ve said all I will.”

      “You’ve told me the Vicenz lead the Hith.” That had surprised him, though perhaps it shouldn’t. “Who commands the Vicenz?”

      Hevith understood the Vicenz were like Mother. Morad. Those who used items of power but didn’t have any power of their own. It didn’t make sense that they would be allowed to lead the Hith, which made Hevith think there were others of power who did.

      “You know so little about the world.”

      “I’ve seen more of it than you give me credit for.”

      “Seeing it and knowing it are not the same.”

      She fell silent and Hevith could tell she wouldn’t share anything more. That was another part of the dance. He got bites of knowledge from her, never more than a morsel. What he needed was the full meal.

      “If you won’t talk, then I would have you teach me to use the power of Callah, as you claim you can.”

      She snorted. “Claim? There’s no claiming about it. I can use the power of Callah.”

      Even when she said the name of the Jahor god, there was a hint of derision that wasn’t there before. She’d acted for so long that Hevith found it surprising how much she seemed to actively hate the Jahor.

      “You can use it when you borrow from someone with more power. What will happen when you don’t have that power offered to you?”

      She stared at the medallion she’d once worn. The metal was a flat silver and it was heavier than Hevith would have expected. Somehow, it allowed someone like her—or Morad—to store the power that those of the Jahor were able to use. In that, it was much like the staff he’d taken from Morad, which had allowed him to drag off the power of the Hith. That was the only way they’d defeated them.

      Hevith decided to try a different tactic with her. “There are some who think we need to stop coddling you.”

      “This is coddling? You barely let me out of the wagon to piss.”

      “You’re not chained. You’re not forced to walk alongside the wagons as we travel. You’re not starved. Some would call that coddled.”

      It was much better than the Hith had offered the prisoners they’d taken. Hevith’s own captivity had been tormented. Forced to walk with the wagons. Forced to suffer. There had been no protection from the rains. None of the comfort of traveling by wagon as Mother did. Had they done to her what she and her people had done to others, he doubted she would have survived for long.

      Though that might be what she wanted. Hevith no longer knew what she wanted from them, only that she had continued to refuse to share what she knew.

      “Are you going to offer anything?”

      “There’s nothing for me to offer you.”

      “What about the others, then?”

      “I can’t offer anything to them—”

      Another explosion thundered, this one closer.

      Mother leaned toward him, the sneer on her face twisted into a grin. “Listen to that. They’re getting closer. What happens when your precious Jahor are attacked by the Hith? You’ve brought them all together to die, Hevith.”

      He ignored her, stepping out of the wagon. Pausing at the wagon in front of the one Mother was in, he grabbed the staff he’d claimed from Morad and carried it toward the line of Firster soldiers. They stared toward the south.

      When Hevith joined them, he could make out the trailing sight of the dust in the air more easily. It was closer than it should be.

      “We should get the wagons moving,” Graychen said as Hevith arrived.

      “Do you think it will matter?” This came from Thom, one of the Jahor who Hevith had rescued from Yarshin. He’d accompanied them, having followed Mel before, and had proved to be a valuable source of advice, though his was mostly about the Jahor.

      “That’s the fourth one this morning,” Graychen said. “If we wait too much longer, the Hith will be able to attack. They don’t need to be so close that we can—”

      An explosion cut him off.

      This one came even closer.

      Hevith could feel the energy of it as it blasted toward them. He could almost feel Mother laughing, though he was far enough away from her that he shouldn’t be able to hear anything.

      “We’ll get the wagons moving.” He looked toward the three women who stood behind the soldiers. All of them managed the wagons. They were Jahor, all of them, though none had that much in the way of power. There was the potential for it, though. Hevith could feel the power from them, though they weren’t in control of it.

      Edith nodded and went running toward the wagons to get the word out. The other two women didn’t run off quite as quickly.

      “We’re going to need to send men to investigate,” Hevith said. “We can keep the wagons moving—and hopefully toward safety. The others will go and see what we might encounter.”

      He didn’t know if that would be enough. Graychen was responsible for the Firster soldiers, and he usually agreed with what Hevith planned, though there were times when he pushed back. Since leaving Yarshin, there hadn’t been the need to fight all that often. They’d encountered a few different clusters of threat, but for the most part, they’d been able to move unimpeded.

      “How many do you suggest?” Graychen asked.

      “What do you think? There might be a dozen Hith out there.”

      “Is that what she said?”

      None of the Firsters were willing to refer to her as Mother any longer, if they had at all. They all viewed it as some sort of honorarium she no longer deserved. Not that Hevith felt that much differently, but he didn’t know what else to call her. She hadn’t offered her real name. He suspected that was so that she could hold some level of power over them.

      “She thought there might be more than we expect.”

      “Then we have to plan for twice that,” Graychen said.

      He turned toward the Firsters. They had several dozen soldiers, and more who weren’t truly soldiers but had trained and fought in Yarshin. There were enough who could keep them safe.

      Unless they faced a heavy attack.

      That was something Hevith feared. If they brought enough of an attack to bear on the Firsters, they might remove the ability to defend the Jahor. Hevith had begun to suspect they had some way of following Mother, though he didn’t know what that might be. They seemed to know where she was and what they were doing. They seemed to know each time they took a different road, almost as if they were able to keep up with them.

      “Do you think we can risk that?” He looked at Graychen. This wasn’t the kind of thing he knew about. Hevith had learned to fight, and had begun to learn to lead, but when it came to the tactics of what was necessary with the Firsters, he left that to Graychen.

      “What choice do we have?”

      The ground rumbled.

      It was the feeling they had before another explosion would occur. Each one came closer, and with each one, he felt the energy building. That energy had to be the key. If they could uncover what the Hith were doing—and why—they should be able to keep the explosions from hitting the wagons.

      “We need to move,” Graychen said.

      Hevith sighed and looked around. They had a dozen closed wagons. A few more open wagons. Hundreds of people. All waiting on them.

      And all of them expected that he and the others would be able to keep them safe.

      Hevith wanted to keep them safe, but he didn’t know if he could. He didn’t know if there was anything the Hith might do that would put them in more danger. When it came to the Hith, he didn’t know all that they were capable of doing.

      The Firsters gathered under Graychen’s direction, along with seven of the soldiers who’d fought in Yarshin.

      They started off, disappearing down the hillside.

      Hevith watched them go, wishing they would be safe.

      They hadn’t been gone long when another explosion detonated.

      This came from the front of the wagons.

      Hevith went running.

      Others shouted. The debris that rained down made it difficult to see. Dust filled the air and Hevith tried to see through it, trying to find a way to ignore the mess everywhere around him, but he couldn’t. There was too much chaos.

      Passing one of the Firsters—Coldan, he realized—he grabbed the man.

      “We need to see what happened.”

      “What about Graychen?”

      He shouted. Much like Hevith, his ears were probably ringing.

      “Graychen took some of the Firsters out to see what was causing the explosions.” They would have heard this one, and Hevith had to believe they would return to see what they might need to do to help, but it might be a while. If they encountered the Hith, then it could be too long. “This one came from the front of the wagons.”

      They ran, and Coldan motioned to a few others as they went.

      Hevith held tightly to the staff, gripping it as he ran. There wasn’t anything in the staff that had power of its own, but using the staff, he had the possibility that he might be able to pull power from the Hith.

      Near the lead wagon, Hevith skidded to a stop.

      The wagon had been destroyed. Smoke billowed out from it.

      The wagons behind it had fared better, but not so much that they would be useful. Already they were short with wagons, and any additional loss would mean they would struggle keeping the people together.

      “Mother,” he said.

      Coldan glanced over at him.

      Hevith pointed. She’d been in one of the wagons that had been destroyed.

      So had Cholt.

      Hevith hurried forward, reaching the wagon, and found Cholt inside. His body was bent and twisted, his eyes looking up with a glazed expression. There was nothing that could be done for him now.

      Movement behind him caught his attention and Hevith spun.

      Mother stood near the tree line.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      The question felt ridiculous. There was no doubt about what she was doing. She had been the reason for the attack. She was the reason the wagons had been destroyed. Because of her, more good people would die.

      Two other figures appeared beside her.

      Hith.

      Or possibly Vicenz. He didn’t even know.

      Hevith darted forward, knowing he should not.

      Power started to stream toward him, but he was ready for it. Now that he knew the staff would allow him to catch that power and try to twist it off to the side, he didn’t fear the way they used it.

      When the nearest of the Hith struck his staff with power, Hevith whipped it around, swinging it and sending that power streaking back toward the Hith.

      The man was surprised by Hevith’s attack.

      When the blast of rebounded Hith’s own magic struck him, he fell backward, stumbling away.

      That left another Hith—and Mother.

      Coldan fought next to him, the curved sword unsheathed. Something about him had started to glow. It was a measure of Hevith’s distraction that he hadn’t even attempted to reach for the power of Callah. He’d been more focused on the staff and using that to counter the Hith that he hadn’t thought about his other ability.

      Mother held her hands out.

      It took Hevith a moment to realize what she was doing. She didn’t have any power of her own. Now that he knew that, he didn’t think she could do anything to them, but why would she be holding out her hands like that if she wasn’t able to use power? The only reason that she would be doing that would be if she were able to—

      A blast of energy struck Coldan, tossing him back.

      Hevith twisted before another could catch him.

      When he did, he slammed into the Hith. The staff connected with the man’s knees, dropping him with a sharp crack. Hevith brought it back around, swinging it up just as the Hith was trying to call to power.

      It connected, drawing the power out of the Hith and turning it back toward the other man. When Hevith was certain that he wasn’t going to get up, he slammed the staff down on his chest one more time just to make sure. The staff hit with a reassuring thump.

      That left Mother.

      Hevith turned toward her as she twisted her hands outward toward him.

      “Did you think that I was going to wait while you tormented me?”

      Hevith glanced around him. There was no one else with her. It was only him and Mother. This time, she seemed to have more power than she should. She glowed, but it wasn’t only the power of Callah that she had around her. There was something else that seemed to fill her.

      That of the Hith.

      It was a darkness that surrounded her. She used that power, sweeping it around herself. Mixing the two together, Hevith didn’t know if there was going to be anything to stop her attack. He’d dealt with the Hith, and he had seen the way the power of Callah could be used, but not from someone who knew how to use it.

      She sneered at him.

      “They were coming for me. Now you will understand why.”

      Hith power exploded from her hands.

      Not from her.

      Her hands.

      Mother had a pair of rings on each finger.

      They hadn’t been there before. That meant the Hith who’d come for her had given her those rings. That was the source of her power, but why would they have wanted to come for her? Why was Mother so valuable to them?

      Hevith held the staff upright, twisting it so he could catch the power she threw in his direction. It caught the first attack and absorbed into the staff. The second was powerful and struck the ground in front of him, throwing him off his feet.

      He scrambled to his feet, trying to get back up before she had a chance to attack again. Mother twisted her hands again, this time making something of a pattern in the air as she did.

      It was something she hadn’t taught him. There was much she hadn’t taught him. Here Hevith had thought they’d been working together to try to understand the nature of the power he had a way of reaching, but she’d been holding out on him the entire time. Why was he still surprised by that?

      When the next attack came, he was barely ready.

      He brought the staff around, twisting so that he could catch the magic before it struck him. It deflected off and down.

      Hevith staggered forward as quickly as he could before she had the chance to attack again. Slamming into her, he sent her flying.

      He hurried over to her, reaching for her hands, wanting to get to the rings before she had a chance to do anything more. If he could peel the rings from her fingers, then he could keep her from being able to attack. She didn’t have any power of her own, so he knew she wouldn’t be able to do anything to him.

      She kicked.

      The suddenness of it surprised him and caught him in the groin. Hevith fell over.

      Mother reached for the staff, but she wasn’t able to pry it free. When he’d fallen, he’d landed on it.

      Power began to build from her again, but a shout behind Hevith caught her attention. She turned that power toward the wagons, releasing it. One of the wagons exploded.

      “We will meet again soon, Hevith.”

      With that, Mother darted off, moving faster than he would have expected, and disappeared over the hillside.

      There was another burst of energy that came from where she’d disappeared. By the time Hevith got to his feet, she was gone.
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      Hevith hurried back toward Coldan. He lay on the ground, his back twisted and a grimace of pain on his face. One leg was bent behind him, the bone sticking up. Blood poured from the wound.

      “Easy,” Hevith whispered.

      Coldan grunted. “Hurts. Broken leg, I think.”

      “It’s broken.”

      “Back too.”

      From the way he was bent, Coldan was probably right. An injury like that wouldn’t be one that the other man would be able to survive. Not without any sort of help.

      “I can try to help you,” Hevith said.

      Coldan grunted again. “What do you think you can do? You don’t have control over the power yet.”

      Though he didn’t have control, that didn’t mean Hevith was unwilling to try. It seemed to him there would have to be something that he could do to help Coldan. If he didn’t try, the other man wouldn’t make it.

      Hevith looked around. There were others who traveled with them who might be better equipped to help him. They had a connection to the power of Callah, and had used it for longer than Hevith, but few had the same strength. That was the reason Mel had wanted him to take her place. That, and how he’d used the inestar. She had seemed to think that somehow connected him to something more.

      Others were busy trying to help other injured. Given the nature of the attack and how many had likely been hurt, it was for the best they all work together. They would need to see if there was anything they could do for any others.

      That meant that helping Coldan would fall on him.

      Hevith knelt next to him. Coldan had started to black out, which was probably for the best. Hevith took his leg, attempting to straighten it, but Coldan screamed. He wasn’t going to be able to do much until he could reposition Coldan’s body. Even then, it was possible he wouldn’t be able to do anything for him. Healing was a use of the elaron that he didn’t know well enough yet.

      “You have to relax,” he whispered.

      “How? Hurts. Let me die.”

      Hevith wanted to yell at him that he wasn’t about to let the other man die, but yelling wouldn’t serve any purpose.

      Instead he focused.

      Finding the focus necessary to reach the power that was within him was difficult. There was power there within him, but it was one that he struggled to find with any consistency.

      Glancing over at the staff, he wondered if there might still be enough power within it for him to use. He had caught the attack with the staff, so it was possible he could use what he’d caught and try to see if there was anything that he might be able to draw from within it to help.

      No. What he had to do would have to come from him.

      He focused, thinking about the nature of the power, and the nature of what he wanted to do for Coldan. The other man was Jahor, so he had power of his own, though it wasn’t nearly as potent or as obvious as what Hevith possessed. If Hevith could use that power, then he might be able to find a way to trigger the power within Coldan.

      Hevith had been around Mother when she’d been trying to heal others, so the use of power in that way wasn’t beyond him. He’d seen her healing, even if she didn’t want him to know what she’d been doing. At the time, Hevith hadn’t known what she was doing, only that the nature of her power was such that she’d been able to use it to help those who’d suffered within the prison. He didn’t know why she’d helped so many—unless she had done so in order to fill the medallion with power. At the time, she’d needed to draw that power from many of the Jahor, searching for the inestar. It wasn’t until Hevith had arrived that she’d changed her tactics.

      The power was within him. He focused, letting the sense of that power come to him, flowing through him. All he had to do was find a way to embrace the energy he knew was there.

      A soft warmth washed through him.

      It started slowly but began to build much more rapidly. As it washed over him, Hevith embraced it, letting it flow through him. He could use that energy, and he let the sense of it come to him in a way that would let him draw the power up through him.

      When it filled him, he pushed it out.

      The sense of change washed over him, out from him, and toward Coldan.

      The Firster cried out.

      The glowing light of the elaron washed through him.

      Coldan’s cry stopped.

      Hevith grabbed Coldan’s leg. He didn’t know how the power worked, but he suspected it would need him to be aligned for the magic to take hold. Coldan screamed again, but with the warmth washing through him, he didn’t fight as he had before.

      It took more strength than Hevith would have expected to straighten Coldan’s leg. Pulling on it had left Coldan crying out, but as he did, Hevith pried the leg back into alignment and the bone popped back beneath the skin. There was another cry of pain from Coldan when that happened.

      Hevith grabbed him under the arms and moved to pull him. He did so carefully, making a point of moving him under the arms, not wanting to drag him too aggressively. There came another scream as he moved again.

      Then Coldan fell quiet.

      The glowing of power radiated through Hevith. He used power and continued to push it out from him, letting that sense flow outward and into Coldan. There was no sense of control to it, only the way that the power flowed from him. When it rolled into him, Hevith tried to focus on what he wanted from it. That seemed to be part of the key, but even as he focused on it, he wasn’t able to direct it that well. It seemed to take on a mind of its own, as if the power wanted to decide how it would be used.

      Hevith tried to hang onto the power. It was torn from him, a sense of energy washing outward, and he struggled to maintain a connection to it so it didn’t overwhelm him.

      Coldan began to glow.

      The power lifted him into the air. Now that he was hovering above the ground, Hevith got to his feet, still holding onto Coldan. Coldan didn’t say anything. There was a warmth pushing off from him, but there was also a feeling that there was something happening that Hevith didn’t fully control.

      The power of Callah began to build even more. He struggled to hold onto it, knowing that he needed to find a way to hang on, but with each moment, the power seemed to come flooding out of him, away from him, making it so that Hevith didn’t have any control over it.

      He backed away, but nothing changed.

      That wasn’t quite true.

      Coldan started to change.

      Everything about him seemed to grow larger. Power flowed from him.

      He cried out again.

      The burst of light erupted from his mouth and exploded all around them.

      Hevith was thrown back. When he got to his feet, Coldan lay unmoving. Something about him seemed different, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure what that was.

      It was more than the way he seemed to glow. The elaron continued within him, though it wasn’t nearly as much as it had been. Slowly, it seemed as if that power started to fade, retreating a little. Gradually, it weakened until there was nothing left of it.

      Hevith hurried to him, crouching down next to Coldan. He checked his neck, looking to see if he was still alive, and thankfully there was a strong pulse. His chest rose and fell steadily, though he didn’t move.

      Checking his leg, he found the wound had closed.

      Hevith had healed him.

      That wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t anything Hevith had done. The healing had come from the elaron rather than from Hevith. Had that power not consumed Coldan, he would still have the broken leg. Hevith didn’t have any way of telling if he still had a broken back, but if the leg had healed, it seemed to him that he would have recovered from the back as well.

      He looked around. They needed to move Coldan, but he didn’t want to do it on his own. Others might need help, too.

      When he reached the wagons, he found others trying to get organized. They had lost three wagons, one completely destroyed and two others that had been significantly damaged. They wouldn’t be able to use them again.

      Three wagons had enough room for nearly fifty people, especially with the way they had all crammed into them. Those fifty people would need to find a different way of traveling.

      A shout from the end of the caravan caught his attention and Hevith raced forward, worried what he might find.

      Graychen and the other soldiers returned.

      There were only ten who did. They were bloodied. Injured. Some of them could barely walk.

      Graychen’s gaze swept across the line of wagons, settling quickly on the lead wagons. “They used it as a trap?”

      “They wanted Mother. She’s gone.”

      “Dead?”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not dead. She escaped. I think the attack was meant to draw off some of the Firsters to give the other Hith a chance to get to her to rescue her.”

      “Why would she be so important to them? She was in the prison.”

      “By choice. She wanted the inestar.”

      “Did she get it?”

      In the chaos of the attack, Hevith hadn’t even checked. He’d been so focused on the wagons, and then on Mother attacking them, that he hadn’t even bothered to look. The inestar didn’t stay with him most of the time. He kept it separate. There was no point in holding onto it all the time. It ran the risk of being taken from him.

      “I don’t think so. The only wagons attacked were the first three.”

      The first three didn’t carry the inestar. It would have involved the staff, had Hevith left it, but the nature of the explosions had caught his attention early enough that he had grabbed the staff and had it with him. Had it not been…

      He wouldn’t have had any way of deflecting a Hith attack. It wasn’t that he wanted to use Morad’s staff, but if they were going to have something that would keep them safe, then why wouldn’t they take the time to use it? There wasn’t any reason that they shouldn’t use the staff.

      “You had it earlier today,” Graychen reminded him.

      Hevith frowned. That was right. He’d been using the inestar before the explosions, focused on whether there were other Jahor nearby. The inestar allowed him to summon them, but it also gave him the chance to try to detect whether there were others out in the countryside. He thought there would have to be others. They had only to find them.

      Checking his pockets, the frown deepened.

      He would have had the inestar with him, but now it was gone.

      Hevith raced off toward where he’d fallen. If the device had fallen out of his pocket, then he thought he knew where it might be. When Mother had attacked, knocking him over, he’d landed awkwardly. It was possible it had fallen out then.

      He didn’t want to think of the alternative.

      When he reached the space where he’d landed, there was no sign of the inestar.

      Hevith made a quick pass, looking all around on the ground to see if there was anything else that he might be able to find, but there wasn’t anything. The inestar wasn’t here.

      Could he have replaced it after using it?

      “What happened to him?”

      He spun. Graychen leaned over Coldan. He stopped when he got to the bloody pants, moving them around as he studied the other man.

      “He was attacked by Mother. Broken leg. Maybe back.”

      “His leg isn’t broken,” Graychen said, looking over at Hevith and eyeing him strangely. “A wound like that would be fatal. Nothing much we’d be able to do to keep infection from setting into it.”

      “I thought so too. That’s why I used what I could to try and heal him.”

      “What do you mean that you healed him? The power doesn’t work like that, Hevith.”

      Hevith wasn’t so sure. Even though Mother didn’t have power of her own, he’d seen her using the power in a way that had allowed her to heal others. She had saved Karn, though she hadn’t been able to save Vard. Knowing what he did about Mother now, Hevith had to wonder if that was intentional. Vard had been a soldier who’d served the Hith. It was possible that she didn’t want him to reveal what she had done—and what she might still do.

      “I think it did with him. I’m not sure what else will happen with him, though.”

      From here, it appeared as if something had changed about him, though he wasn’t entirely sure what that was. There was something different about Coldan. Maybe it was nothing more than the sense of the elaron that still seemed to radiate from him, but Hevith couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else as well.

      Graychen whistled and two of the Firsters came running over. When they saw Coldan, they grabbed him and lifted. Hevith thought about arguing with them that they shouldn’t move him like that if he had a broken back, but with what he’d done and the healing that had worked through him, he didn’t know if it even mattered anymore.

      “Did you find it?” Graychen asked.

      Hevith swept his gaze all around him. Even near where Coldan had fallen, he thought that he might be able to find something, but there was no sign of the device.

      “No. It’s not here.”

      “Then she has it.”

      Hevith considered when she might have been able to get it before realizing she had wanted him to come to her. She had to have known that he had been carrying the inestar, which was why she had caused the explosions. There might have been an easier way for them to have rescued her. Certainly there would have been a way to do it without drawing as much notice, but they had wanted to have him know they were here.

      “She must have grabbed it from me when I fell.”

      “You know what can happen if she uses it.”

      Hevith thought that he knew better than most. With his experience with the inestar, he recognized what might happen to their people if she managed to draw the power through it in a way that would allow her to summon more of the Jahor.

      She would need to. Without any power of her own, she used the Jahor to fill the power of the devices she carried. Now the rings, but before, she had used the medallion. The staff. Other things like that. Hevith had to wonder how many such devices they had.

      More than he understood.

      Not only that, but he didn’t know enough about the nature of the magic he had access to. Without that knowledge, there wasn’t going to be anything that they would be able to do to stop her. She could reach the Hith, bring the inestar with her, and then use it to summon the Jahor.

      “We have to go after it.”

      “I don’t know that we can,” Graychen said. “We barely survived the last attack. When we went out, we came across twenty Hith. They were talented. More than most we’d come across. They killed a bunch of my men and a few of Thom’s. We put a dent in their numbers too, but we don’t have the luxury of being able to risk that many people with attacks like that.”

      Hevith turned and looked out behind him. They might not be able to risk numbers, but there would have to be something that they could do. If they waited too long, then Mother would reach the other Hith, and then it would be more difficult to get the inestar back.

      “A few of us. Not much more than that. We need to get to her before she gets to the Hith and they get a chance to regroup.”

      Graychen studied him. “I think we should leave it.”

      “Leave it? After everything that you did to try to protect the damn thing, now you want to leave it?”

      “It’s not worth losing so many over. Isn’t that what you’ve been trying to prove? I’d rather keep my men—and our people—alive. We can find a way to get to safety, and then we can decide what we need to do.”

      It wasn’t a terrible idea. With what Mother was able and willing to do, it might be the best thing for them to do, but Hevith wanted to find a way to pull the Jahor together. Mel had made it clear that someone had to do it. For too long, they’d been scattered, separated, and now that they had some who were willing to fight, they needed to keep at it.

      “We won’t bring a large group. A few. We can’t let her keep the inestar. If she uses it, then there won’t be anything that we’ll be able to do to protect our people. Destroy it if we have to, but she can’t have it.”

      Graychen stared at him. “Who would you propose?”

      “I think I need to go.”

      “You’re not a fighter.”

      “Maybe not, but with the staff, I can deflect the Hith attacks in a way others aren’t able to do. Besides, you’ve been working with me.”

      “You haven’t been the best study.”

      Hevith snorted. “I’ve heard that before. We can bring Thom. He’s used to fighting Hith.”

      “All of us are used to fighting Hith.”

      “Thom has an understanding of the power he holds from the time he spent in Yarshin, training with Mel. I think having someone like him would be beneficial.” Maybe even Karsten, but she might be better staying with the caravan. “He might be able to help with the Hith in a different way.” There was another reason that Hevith wanted Thom with them that had nothing to do with the other man’s ability to fight and his familiarity with the Hith. It had everything to do with Thom and his ability to reach for the power of Callah. If something were to happen to Hevith, he thought they would need someone like Thom, who could reach for that power as well. He might be able to use it to help them, but he might also be able to use it to help fill the staff with more power. That might come in useful if Hevith struggled to reach for the power.

      “That should be it,” Graychen said.

      “Just the two? We need Karn to come.” He might not want to come, but he would if Hevith asked. That was still a smaller grouping than Hevith intended.

      “Not just the two. I’m coming. The three of us can move quickly. Hopefully quietly.”

      “I’m coming.”

      The voice was deep and came from near them. Hevith turned, not recognizing it, until he saw Coldan with his eyes open and already starting to sit up. He rubbed the back of his neck, then turned his attention to his leg.

      “If you’re going after her, then I want to be a part of it.”

      “Coldan, you’re in no shape to go after them. After what happened to you—”

      “That’s exactly why I want to go.”

      He got to his feet and seemed to be testing his leg, putting weight on it before turning and looking at Hevith, a question burning in his eyes. The soft glowing of Callah remained within him, though it had begun to get more faint than it had been. Hevith didn’t know if it was anything that Coldan was doing or whether it was residual energy from when he’d healed him. Still, he seemed larger, as if the power of Callah within him made him swell to a greater size.

      “Are you certain?” Graychen asked.

      Coldan took a few steps, then lifted his legs. He twisted in place, leaning forward, before standing upright and smiling. “I want to keep her from hurting any more of our people.” He turned to Hevith. “I will warn you, though. When I find her, I’m going to kill her.”
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      The garden carried the scent of dozens of varieties of flowers, each of them with a competing aroma. All of the smells mixed together, creating something different. It was meant to be pleasing, but I found it pungent. The only part of the garden I found to be pleasing was how the flowers had grown as quickly as they had.

      Using the power of the elaron, the flowers had become something more than they would have otherwise. In this place, I should be thrilled there was life here at all rather than the emptiness and the void that had been here when I had been trapped here two decades previously.

      “You look as if you’re displeased.”

      I turned toward Chanerl. The gardener stood in front of one of the collections of flowers, leaning forward and breathing in their aroma. I wouldn’t have been able to do the same. “Not at all. They are quite impressive.”

      He glanced toward me and offered a slight smile. “They should continue to grow even after we leave.”

      I stiffened briefly. “Not all have to leave, Chanerl.”

      The other man straightened. “We don’t have to leave, but with the fortress not offering the same safety, most of us are willing to do so. Besides, we know what we need to do in order to grow something similar again.”

      His gaze lingered on the flowers, and though he didn’t say it, I could feel his disappointment in leaving the yard and the flowers behind.

      Behind the garden, those in the fortress were preparing. There was a sense of activity that couldn’t be ignored, nor should it. After the attack on us, we had to be prepared for departure. We’d allowed ourselves to believe we could be safe here, but there was no safety in this place. Not with the creatures that had attacked.

      “I’m glad your experiment showed you what you needed.”

      “It’s more than an experiment.” He traced his hand along one of the plants, cupping the leaves almost lovingly. “We’ve been working with these plants to ensure their survival.” He laughed softly and straightened. “Not just their survival. We want them to thrive. Though we might not be here, we want the flowers and the plants we’ve placed to grow into something more. This place has seen enough death in its time.”

      As I looked around the garden, I barely recognized what it once had been. Pathways led through the garden, with massive magically grown shrubs along the paths. Sections like this one, where flowers thrived, carried the scents of the garden, pushing back the other scents that would have been here, though they couldn’t erase the memories of all who’d been tormented and lost in what had once been a prison.

      “Will they overgrow it?”

      “Not at first. For a while, the elaron will hold and they’ll maintain their shape. Over time…”

      Holding onto my weak connection to the elaron, I could feel the influence of the Jahor magic as it flowed through the yard. It was everywhere. The gardeners might not have much natural strength, but what they had was an ability to push their influence outward, letting that seep into the trees, the plants, the flowers, and everything else that grew here.

      What Chanerl and the others like him had done had been a creation of a place of beauty. They had done so as a way to push back what had been here, the memories of the horrors we’d faced. For many, this garden was therapeutic.

      Not for me.

      I wished that it could be. With everything the gardeners had done here and the way they’d changed it, I wished there would be a way I could view it as something other than the place where I’d come and a part of me had died. Those memories were there in everything that I saw.

      There was the section of the wall where Mother had first introduced herself to me. There was where I had first met Karn. There was where Coldan had attacked me. This was where I had learned to lead.

      My gaze lingered along the tops of the walls. In the time that I’d been in the fortress, I hadn’t taken the time to walk those walls. Why was that? Could it be fear or was it more that I didn’t want the reminder of the way the guards had behaved?

      Fear, probably.

      When it came to this place and my memories of it, fear was a prominent feature. I tried to remain strong, knowing my people needed that of me, but this place had a way of terrifying me. And I was supposed to be the Volatar. The man who struck fear into others.

      “Thank you for all you’ve done here,” I said.

      Chanerl turned his attention back to the flowers. A faint trickle of the elaron eased away from him and he stared at the nearest of the flower beds, tracing his finger along them. The flowers seemed to respond in a way that I wouldn’t have expected. There were many things about the elaron I wouldn’t have expected.

      Reaching the wall surrounding the yard, I headed through the small door and up the stairs that would lead to the top of the walls. When I stepped out, I paused.

      The vantage was different. Breathing in the air, it seemed almost as if I were faced with the reality of multiple times in my life, all at once, as if I were in the Place of Knowing though I knew I was not. From here, the garden filled the yard. I could see the different flowers, the paths leading through it, the organization that Chanerl and the others like him had created as they had grown it. They hadn’t been at it for long, so what they had accomplished in that time really was impressive.

      I could see the emptiness that had been here before. The memories of those we’d lost, faces who had come here and died, came to me though I wanted to forget.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, I turned away.

      Coldan watched me. His arms were crossed over his massive chest, his curved blade strapped at his waist. Lines creased the corners of his eyes as he studied me with the same interest with which I’d studied the garden.

      “You shouldn’t have come up here,” he said.

      I gripped the low stone wall surrounding the walkway. “Because I don’t need to see the garden?”

      “Is that all you see?”

      We locked eyes for a moment before turning away. When I blinked, the garden was there, full of life and vigor, the power of the elaron allowing it to grow and fill the yard. When I blinked again, it was gone, and there were prisoners within the yard, dozens of people I’d once known. I blinked again, and it was life; again, and there were bodies littering the ground, their deaths because of my decision.

      “That’s not all I see,” I whispered.

      Coldan shook his head. “I didn’t think so. I look at you, and I recognize the expression in your eyes. You’re still lost.”

      “I’m not lost.”

      “When you’re here, you are.”

      I started to smile. “When I’m here, I feel as if I know exactly where I am.”

      “Maybe.”

      We stood in silence for a long moment, watching the gardeners as they made their way through the garden below. Each of them did much like Chanerl did, touching the plants or the flowers, letting the sense of the elaron ease out of them and into those plants. They responded, filled with that sense of magic. The sense of life.

      “They spend so much time preparing something that we’ll abandon.”

      “Is that what you fear?” Coldan didn’t look over at me as he said it, though the tension within him was evident.

      “I don’t fear leaving here.”

      “That’s not what I’m getting at.”

      “I know.”

      Sighing deeply, I looked beyond the garden. We had a dozen people preparing carts for our departure. The forest provided more than enough wood for the project, but our carpenters didn’t have the necessary skill to make wagons that were as nice as what I’d once traveled in.

      That wasn’t necessary, though, and I knew it. What we needed was a way to travel, not anything too fancy. Few would have any enclosures. Given how few horses we’d found in the stables, we had to build as light as possible.

      Those were thoughts I had believed I’d moved beyond. The kind of planning I hadn’t expected to need any longer. I wasn’t a wagon master like I once had been.

      “I don’t want to travel by wagon again. It’s been long enough that I don’t think it’s for me.”

      “Then don’t.”

      “We have to keep the others together. Unless you’re proposing we abandon these others.”

      “I’m not proposing anything.” Coldan said it more emphatically than necessary, though I think some of that was because he didn’t care for the idea that he would leave any of the Jahor behind. That simply wasn’t in him. “What I’m saying is that you don’t have to be there with them.”

      The forest beyond the walls of the garden was dangerous and difficult to travel through. I knew that from experience. There weren’t likely to be Hith wandering the forest as there had been when we’d escaped long ago, but I didn’t know whether there would be these other creatures we’d recently encountered.

      “I can’t leave them.”

      “You wouldn’t be leaving them unprotected.”

      I turned to him. “You’d stay with them?”

      “Leave you?” Coldan scoffed. “I wouldn’t dare leave you alone. You still need me.”

      I did, and for reasons I couldn’t fully explain, even to myself. Coldan had always seemed to understand, though. “If you’re coming with me, then how would they be protected?”

      “There are other ways you can protect them.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as what you did for Onar.”

      The words hung in the air as an accusation, but not entirely. It wasn’t only what I’d done for Onar. It was what I’d done for Coldan and for others who had formed the Order.

      “Onar was dying.”

      “He was.”

      “You know what it means when I do it.”

      “I know it means that we’ll be able to fight. That’s what these people want. They’re your people. The Jahor. They need a way to protect themselves.”

      “I’ve been working with them,” Hevith said. That was the one way that he thought he’d be able to help them protect themselves, though even if he helped them find their way with the elaron, it might not be enough. Connecting to that power would allow them to find something more about themselves, but they would have to learn control. That was the part that was often difficult to teach effectively.

      “You’ve been working with those who have some talent, but what about those who don’t?”

      His gaze drifted beyond the walls, though not to the forest, as mine had. There were nearly a dozen men, along with two women, beyond the wall. Sparring.

      They weren’t connected to the elaron, at least not as much as some. Not even as much as the gardeners, and they hadn’t been nearly as well connected as I would have expected, given how much they’d influenced the garden.

      As I watched, three of the people began to spar. They moved quickly, obviously trained by Coldan. Having traveled and fought beside him for as long as I had, I understood the technique he used. Even without intending to, he used a hint of the elaron in his fighting style. These others… did not.

      They were slower. A little less smooth. Not quite as refined.

      They wouldn’t be able to protect against the Hith or Vicenz, much less against the creatures we’d faced. If it came down to that sort of fight, they’d likely end up dead.

      That wasn’t what I wanted either.

      “Do they have any potential?”

      “They’re Jahor.”

      “You and I both know that’s not enough.”

      “You and I both know that’s more than enough. You haven’t wanted it to be enough.”

      Glancing over at Coldan, I shook my head. “Sometimes I forget just how much you know. Of course, I think sometimes that’s the way you want it.”

      Coldan shrugged. “Sometimes it can be easier for me to let you believe that.” He turned his attention back to the soldiers where they were sparring. “They’ve been working. Most of them have considerable potential.”

      “You said that about others before.”

      “It’s been true before.”

      There was more than a hint of an accusation this time.

      “What makes you think that if I connect them to the elaron, they would gain what they need in time?”

      “Onar has been able to.”

      He nodded, and I followed the direction of his gaze. Onar was down there, demonstrating technique.

      When he had served within the fortress, he’d been a skilled soldier. Coldan wouldn’t have trusted him the way that he had were he not. Seeing him now, changed and connected to the elaron because of what I had done, left me aware that Onar was capable in a way that I hadn’t known before. It was more than just how he swept his sword around in controlled movements. There was power and grace behind each movement.

      It had been a long time since I’d changed others like that. Connected them to the elaron. Turning them into soldiers.

      “It won’t be long before I might prefer to travel with Onar.”

      “Good. I’m getting tired of saving your ass.”

      “It’s almost as if you care about me,” I said, laughing.

      “I care about what you can do. I care about the way that you intend to protect the Jahor. I care about—”

      “You’ve made your point.”

      “I’ve offered you my sword for the better part of the last two decades. That’s not going to change.”

      “I will see what I can do. There’s no guarantee that I have enough control over the elaron in order to do it.”

      “You did it with Onar.”

      “I did with Onar when we were in danger. I don’t know how much that matters.”

      Lately, the danger that those I cared about and those I intended to protect seemed to play a greater role in my ability to reach the elaron effectively. It shouldn’t. When it came down to maximizing my potential for power, there shouldn’t be any reason I would need to fear for my people in order to reach that power. Still, it had seemed to be important, much like it had once been important when I was younger and still learning my magic.

      I tore my attention off the wall, away from the garden and away from the soldiers. With what Coldan asked of me, it might not even be something I would do myself. I could work with Shae. She had enough control over the elaron now, and enough understanding of the nature of that power, that she might be able to offer the soldiers the connection to the elaron that would change them.

      “Have you discovered anything else inside the fortress?” Coldan asked.

      The change of topic was welcome, though I suspected he did it as a way to placate me. Coldan was nothing if not skilled at manipulating me.

      “Other than the secret stores of Hith power?”

      “Other than those,” he said, smiling.

      Shaking my head, I turned my attention back to the fortress. “I feel as if there has to be something more inside it, but I haven’t been able to find it.”

      “Why must there be more?”

      “Those creatures risked quite a bit coming here.” Why would they suddenly reveal themselves?

      I no longer knew if the war I’d been fighting was the war I needed to be fighting. I no longer knew if the Hith were the enemy we needed to fight. Even the Vicenz. I no longer knew if we all had been used.

      Because of that, I hesitated.

      I wanted more information, but the problem was that there didn’t seem to be any place to go to find it. Having faced these creatures and knowing how they could take on power, I wasn’t entirely sure where to begin.

      The one place that I had always used before to find information, the Place of Knowing, was no longer safe. The Trilan had demonstrated how he could reach into the Place of Knowing and disrupt what I was doing. So far, I had avoided any dangerous attack on his part, but eventually I doubted that would last.

      “I don’t like sleeping,” I said to Coldan.

      “I’ve noticed. You’re restless. I can hear it at night. You stir most of the night.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that it was more than just stirring. There were times when I feared going to sleep and feared the nightmares that would come. Most of those nightmares were forced upon me by the Trilan. I knew that now, but that didn’t change how I felt. Somehow I would have to find a way to protect my mind from the Trilan, but I didn’t know what that would involve.

      The Trilan was skilled. Powerful. For so long, the Trilan had been mysterious.

      It had taken me decades to realize there was some greater influence in the world, someone who was controlling the Vicenz, but now I had to wonder if the Trilan had been guiding me as well.

      “I might need to force myself to sleep.”

      “I have a way that I could force you to sleep,” Coldan said. He held up his fist, making a pounding motion.

      “I’m not so sure that would give me the restful kind of sleep that I need.”

      “It would be sleep.”

      “It would be sleep,” I agreed.

      I started off the wall, down the stairs, and back into the fortress. Coldan stayed with me. The halls were quiet today, though we did pass a few people who hurried in their preparations to depart, though I still had not given any indication about when we would leave.

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. They didn’t need for me to lead them away from here. They could go on their own, though I doubted any would. Most would wait to find out what I would choose.

      I was the Volatar, after all.

      There was a surge of the elaron, and I paused.

      Why would there be something like that?

      Not an attack. I would have known were there an attack.

      At least, I thought I would have known. It was possible that with everything we’d gone through and with the preparations we’d been making, I wouldn’t know.

      Reaching the stairs leading down into the depths of the fortress, I hurried along them. As I went, the sense of elaron began to build. It was everywhere within the fortress, though some of that sense was residual energy and not anything drawn recently. There weren’t all that many within the fortress who were able to call upon the power effectively. At least, not with any real power.

      Some of the residual energy that I detected remained from the attack. I could almost close my eyes and see it. Coldan rested his hand on my shoulder, urging me forward.

      I glanced behind me, locking eyes with him for a moment before nodding.

      At the base of the stairs, I turned and headed toward the storeroom. The door was ajar, and stepping inside, I found the room was packed with items. Many of the fortress’s things were held here. Some of them were likely incredibly valuable, though they had been stuffed into place, abandoned. There were rolls of carpet I suspected could be sold off for a significant sum. That was my old trader mentality. Ceramics and paintings were stacked, all of them likely just as valuable. One box in the corner was stuffed full of jewels. None of it had mattered to the Hith.

      It wasn’t that the Hith needed the money. With their empire stretching as it did, there was no reason for them to need to move these jewels or these valuables to the heart of their empire. Holding it here and having something that could be used as a bribe later on had a different sort of value.

      The feeling of elaron came from deep within here. I weaved through the stacks and found Shae standing in front of the chalice. Her power poured out from her, into the chalice. The energy flowed quickly, drawn out of her and into that bowl, where it pooled.

      She glanced up as I entered. In the time that we’d been stationed at the fortress, there had been a change to her. Some of that came from her control over the elaron, a change she’d needed, but some of that came from the way she carried herself. Learning control over the elaron had given her a confidence she hadn’t possessed before.

      “Am I disturbing you?” she asked.

      The way her power flowed from her and into the bowl disturbed me, but she didn’t need to know that. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      “If we’re going to leave, I wanted to see if I could hold power within the chalice in case we need it later. Having a way to store it might mean that we don’t have to worry about getting overpowered.”

      She said it with such excitement that I wanted to share in it with her, only I couldn’t.

      “I don’t know if we can bring the chalice with us.”

      “Why not?” She looked down, swirling the strange sense of power around. “If we can use it—”

      “If we can use it, then so can they. That’s what we need to be concerned about.”

      “They’d have to be close enough to us to know that we have anything like this.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure that was necessary. The elaron had drifted toward me even from where I’d been in the palace. If I could detect it, I suspected those creatures would be able to do so as well.

      “There are other ways of holding onto power.”

      “What other ways?”

      “Others.”

      Coldan watched me, saying nothing.

      The last time we’d traveled to the tu’alan, we had found no real welcome.

      We no longer controlled any land as we once had. There was a time when I’d ensured the Jahor could travel openly and without fear, but that time had changed on us. I’d seen how so many of the other cities were damaged. The people within were scared. The Jahor who might be there were targeted. All because of a fear of what we were.

      They needed a place no differently than we had when I’d first entered the war. This time, it might be more critical than before. Looking around, seeing everything that was here, I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d been so determined to leave. There could be safety here. It might not be a place where I wanted to remain, but Coldan was right. I didn’t have to remain.

      Others might want to stay.

      I thought of Chanerl. The other gardeners. They’d put so much time and attention into the garden, I couldn’t imagine them wanting to leave it behind. There were others I’d met and worked with during our time within the fortress who had suffered much. That was a feeling I understood and knew too well. With the kind of suffering they’d been subjected to, they would want nothing more than a chance to find peace.

      We’d secured the fortress. We could continue to secure the fortress.

      I looked at Coldan. He smiled as he watched me. “You already knew what I was going to decide.”

      Coldan shrugged. “Sometimes I’ve found it’s best for you to come to your own decisions.”

      “What decision is that?” Shae asked.

      “Hevith intends to leave the fortress but suggest others stay,” Coldan said.

      Shae set the chalice down, though there remained a connection between her and it. Could she feel what she’d done? I didn’t know if she was as well connected to the power and the way that she’d been pulling on it.

      “I thought he’d already decided to leave the fortress. That’s why everyone is making the preparations that they are.”

      I nodded, looking around the inside of the storeroom. There was wealth here. The Hith didn’t need it, but we did.

      There were other storerooms much like this. In each of them, there were items that had value to the right people. Some had chests full of jewels much like this one did.

      Wealth that would allow us to pay for things we couldn’t provide here.

      Some who remained would have to change. I would have to trust it wouldn’t end the way it had for our people before, but soldiers would be needed. Those connected to the elaron. The Order.

      Onar had already been changed. Coldan could work with him so that he could continue to understand his power, and then Onar could work with the others.

      “I’m leaving. I don’t think the people have to.”

      “The fortress isn’t safe. You’ve said that.”

      I looked over at Coldan. “The fortress isn’t safe because of me. I’m who the Trilan is after. That’s the reason the creatures came here in the first place.”

      “Why would the Trilan care so much about you?”

      “I don’t really know. I’ve never known.” All I knew was that the Trilan seemed to be determined to find me, take my power, and make a point of destroying me. “We’re going to prepare the fortress, then I’m going for answers that will help me know more about these creatures.”

      “That’s not all you’re going to do, Hevith,” Coldan said.

      “No.”

      “What else is he going to do?”

      “What did you see when we traveled here?” Coldan asked.

      “Before or after they abducted me?”

      “Before.”

      Shae blinked. “I remember the way our people were tormented when the Hith took over our villages. You’re going to destroy those places?”

      There was too much eagerness in her voice at the idea that she would be able to participate in destroying anything. I didn’t care for it, though I understood it.

      “I’m not going to destroy anything. What I intend to do is free as many as I can from there.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I send them here.”

      I knew what I needed to do. It had been a long time since I’d felt that certain. Too long. The war had changed that for me. During the war, I’d known that I had to find the Hith, attack, and destroy them. Doing so meant the Jahor were safe. Then when we’d finally found that safety, I’d needed to do something different. We’d transitioned into trying to find a way to maintain that safety. That hadn’t been my strength, though I’d tried. That was when I’d started to lose my way. I wasn’t the one to organize others. I brought them together against a common enemy.

      I was the Volatar. It was time the Volatar returned.

      I’d begun to doubt whether I could be that person again, and there remained a part of me that wasn’t completely convinced that I could, but I thought I needed to try. The Jahor needed me.

      For our people to survive another attack like we’d faced, I was going to have to be the person others feared once again.

      Coldan was watching me. Too often when he did, there was a knowing look on his face, as if he recognized what I was thinking.

      “We can protect them,” Coldan said.

      “What about the creatures?” Shae asked.

      “For that, we need a different kind of help.”
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      Studying the walls of the yard left me with questions. They had been used to hold the Jahor in, but could they be used to hold back the Hith—and whatever these creatures were? We hadn’t taken full advantage of the benefit of the walls. Perhaps that would be the lasting change.

      “You look lost,” Coldan said.

      I looked over at him. He had on a heavy cloak, his sword sheathed at his side, and his jaw set in a hard frown. “Where are you going?”

      “To survey outside the grounds. We haven’t seen any sign of the Hith, but we both know they’ll return. If not them, then whatever these creatures are. We have to be ready.”

      “We haven’t seen any sign of those creatures, either,” I said.

      “Not since we defeated them, but we don’t know what they are after.”

      We didn’t, which troubled me. “I have a few ideas,” I started, staring at the walls.

      “Well, what are they?”

      “The first concern I have is the reason that they came here. I can’t help but wonder if perhaps they didn’t know how to use the elaron. Because of me, they might’ve learned how to control it.”

      “If they were going to learn how to control it, they would have uncovered that truth regardless of you.”

      I turned toward the center of the fortress grounds. The garden occupied most of the space, the fragrance of the flowers drifting into the air, its scale immense. “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s possible that he would have.”

      By he, we both knew that I meant the Trilan.

      It was possible all of this was about the Trilan uncovering more about the elaron. Even if that were the case, I didn’t understand why. If the Trilan wanted to know more about the elaron, it seemed to me that he had an opportunity before.

      More than that, the elaron didn’t seem to pose that much of a challenge to the Trilan. When I had used that power around him before, there had been no real danger to him.

      No. It seemed far more likely that there was something more about it.

      The Trilan wasn’t able to control me when I used both the elaron and the ne’rash.

      “You are delaying,” Coldan said.

      “Am I?”

      “Ever since you decided that you needed to leave. You’ve been delaying.”

      “I have been preparing.”

      “Are you sure? It seems to me that preparing and wasting time are similar to you.”

      I arched a brow at him. “I want to make sure that our people are protected.”

      “This is a fortress, after all. What more do you think they will need?”

      “Safety.”

      Coldan nodded. “Which is why I have been searching outside the grounds. I want to ensure that there aren’t any potential Hith surrounding us.”

      It wasn’t the Hith that I was particularly concerned about. Though they posed a danger to us, they weren’t the danger I expected to encounter. More likely it would be these strange creatures again, but if they did come to us, then I wasn’t sure what would be involved in stopping them.

      “I wish there was a way to call the tu’alan to us,” I said.

      “They have already made their intention clear.”

      “That was years ago.”

      “Years ago, but little has changed in the meantime,” Coldan said.

      I looked over at him. He was my oldest friend. The one person who had been with me through everything that we had done over the years. The one person I had met in this place who still remained with me. “You and I both know that’s not true.”

      He nodded slowly. “I suppose that it’s not.”

      “The longer we wait, the more likely it is that there will be another attack,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “Knowing you, you intend to lead your people to safety.”

      “I do.”

      “In this case, it might behoove you to leave your people in safety.”

      “Within the fortress.”

      Coldan nodded. “Within the fortress. You have helped them. And there are others who can continue to help them.” On the far side of the prison yard, Onar was visible. He was massive. The power of elaron filled him, changing him. It modified him in such a way that he had already begun to look like Coldan. The connection to him and his elaron had changed him, turning him into something more. Powerful.

      “We might need others like him,” I said.

      “Then help them.”

      “Do you know of others who would be willing?”

      “I know of several others. The real question is whether you have the capacity to do so.”

      I didn’t know whether or not I did. At this point, it was possible that my connection to elaron was not strong enough the way that it once had been.

      Only, I didn’t necessarily need to have that strength. The others with me had it. Even though I might not be able to reach for that same power, to connect to the elaron the way that I had, it might not even matter. I could borrow from Shae, from Erich, and from the others here.

      “Gather those you think might benefit,” I said.

      “There are many who might benefit,” he said.

      “Then see how many you can gather together. I will do what I must for them.”

      Coldan looked at me, locking eyes for a long moment, before nodding.

      He started away, leaving me.

      I wandered through the garden, to the gates, and then beyond.

      Outside the walls, the forest surrounded me.

      The road that once had been hard packed and easy to identify was now overgrown. There was no evidence anyone came through here the way people once had. We had started building wagons, constructing them and preparing for the possibility that we would leave, but perhaps all of that was a mistake.

      The people here didn’t want to leave.

      They didn’t need to, either.

      Many of them wanted safety.

      I thought of what I had gone through over the years, my search for a place for the Jahor, a way to ensure their safety, and in all that time, we had barely managed to secure such a place.

      This seemed as reasonable a location for us to use as any. We could linger here. At least, the Jahor who wanted to could linger here. They would be able to find peace. Calm. Comfort.

      All of that could benefit them.

      In time, I had to believe that we would be able to rebuild.

      That was what this was all about. It was about us finding our place. Us finding the Jahor. It was about giving us the opportunity to create something that we had lost years ago.

      If we left, it couldn’t just be Coldan and me.

      There would need to be others.

      I felt pressure near me. Turning, I found Shae watching me. “What is it?” I asked her.

      “I was just wondering what you were doing.”

      “I am trying to decide what else I should do.”

      “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not at all sure.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mostly because I am concerned about these creatures.”

      “They have to be stopped,” she said.

      Shae feared them, and probably for good reason. I feared them, as well.

      “We will stop them,” I said.

      I hoped that I sounded more confident than I felt.

      “You intend to leave.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “When?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t fully decided. There is a place that I need to go in order to better understand what is taking place.”

      “That place in the north,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re also concerned about people here.”

      I smiled to myself. Shae was quick and clever, and she seemed to understand things even without having them explained to her. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because eventually this place will run out of supplies. We have whatever the Hith kept here, and we have what can be gathered from the forest, but there’s a possibility that won’t be enough.”

      “Why not?”

      “There are quite a few people here,” I said. “And with as many people as are here, they will need supplies like grain. Other supplies. Things to make this home.”

      “Then we can make sure that they have it.”

      “That involves convincing merchants to come this way.”

      She studied me. “Weren’t you a merchant once?”

      I nodded. “Once, though that was a long time ago.”

      “I can’t imagine it changed all that much.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “Then you would know what it would take to convince other merchants to come here.”

      “Maybe.”

      She nodded. “We could help.”

      “We?”

      “Coldan, I assume. Me. I’m sure Erich would want to come, especially after what happened to him.”

      “It would lead us away from here.”

      “I don’t have any real bond to this place,” she said.

      “This place is safe, at least as safe as any place can be.”

      “I still don’t have any bonds to this place,” she said.

      I sighed. “Then you should come.”

      “Good. I was worried you would try to keep me behind to protect the others.”

      “No. If Coldan has his way, there will be enough protection here for them.”

      “What way is that?”

      “More like him.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I suspect in time even you will be able to do that,” I said.

      Shae watched me, a question in her eyes, and I could tell that she wasn’t quite sure whether or not she should and could believe me, but I had seen the power from her. I had seen the likelihood that she would grow with that power. It hadn’t taken long for me to recognize that about her. Eventually, if she continued to work at it, Shae was going to rival the most powerful of the Jahor that I had known.

      It was a shame that it had taken this long to find somebody like that. That it would take nearly losing the Jahor to find somebody like her, with such potential, was disappointing.

      I had to push those thoughts away. The only thing that I could and should focus on was moving forward.

      That was a lesson I had taught the Jahor.

      Move past what we had suffered. Move past the pain that we had experienced. Look to the future. Look to see if we could find our way again.

      “I’m ready to go whenever you decide to leave,” she said.

      There was something of a finality to it.

      “I will make sure that you come along,” I said.
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      The line of awaiting Jahor stretched in front of me in the courtyard, the fragrance of the flowers filling the air. There were a dozen. Enough that once they were changed, altered so that they could be better connected to the elaron, they would become true members of the Order, though that left me uncertain. I glanced over at Coldan and found him watching, waiting.

      In the years since the Order had disappeared, we had agreed that we wouldn’t make the same modifications again. There was a danger in the transformation, and not all who were connected to the elaron were able to handle it. Most were, though when we failed, we often did so spectacularly.

      “All of them are waiting for you,” Shae said.

      I nodded slowly.

      “Will this be enough?” Erich asked.

      There had been a part of me that had questioned whether or not Erich would want to be changed, though I didn’t know if it would even be possible for him to do so. Having rescued him from the creature’s attack, I had been forced to use the elaron in a way that changed him, though not nearly as much as I had feared.

      “Each member of the Order is powerful,” I started. I looked over at Onar. He had grown in size and strength, and because of that, I could see that he would offer the rest of the Jahor still within the fortress grounds a level of safety. When we left, they would need more than just that level of safety. They would need protection from the Hith. “It takes time for them to master their connection, though.”

      “It’s their connection?” Shae asked.

      “I suppose it’s possible that I could link them to my own connection to the elaron, but doing so would pose a danger to me. It would run the risk of them tapping out my power. Essentially, they have to be connected to the elaron in a way that would allow them to reach for that power without any assistance.”

      “All of these people can reach for elaron?” Erich asked.

      He stood near Shae and she glanced over, smiling as she nodded.

      “I can feel it, can’t you?”

      A troubled expression crossed Erich’s face. “Maybe I could have before.”

      I inhaled deeply. He still had a connection to the elaron, though even now I could feel how different that connection was compared to what it had once been. It was not nearly as potent. Were our situations reversed, I would have felt the same hesitancy that I detected from him.

      “I can help you work on it,” she said softly.

      I took a deep breath and stepped up to the first of the Jahor. This was Polar. One of the gardeners, though thankfully not Chanerl. He hadn’t come for any sort of modification. “Are you ready?”

      Polar nodded at me. He tucked a strand of his long black hair behind his ear, flicking his gaze along the line of the others before turning back to me. It seemed to me that he was not completely convinced, which posed some dangers.

      “You have to be certain. What comes next is not reversible.”

      “I want to do my part,” he said. “I want to make sure that I help those who need it.”

      I looked over at Coldan, then glanced at Onar. “You know what will happen when you accept this change.”

      “I know.”

      I sensed the determination within him. That was what we needed.

      Slowly, I reached for my connection to the elaron, and when I realized that it wasn’t going to be enough, I borrowed from the connection I detected from Shae and Erich. That was the reason they were here, though to also further their own training, they needed to see how each person used the elaron in a different way. In their case, I hoped it would be more like my use, though that was not guaranteed.

      As power came to me, I could feel the energy within Polar. I started to shift it, adding a hint more power, enough that it bridged the connection that he had, binding him to that power more effectively.

      I had to continue adding that power to him. I pushed more and more out, letting that energy flow from me, binding elaron to him.

      Then it was done. The power sealed to him. I could feel it as a flash of elaron, a connection that formed within him.

      He gasped.

      Behind him, Coldan watched. There was something unreadable on his face. We both knew this was necessary, though neither of us was quite certain that we wanted to do it.

      To protect the Jahor, we would have to take these measures.

      I nodded to Polar.

      “Is it done?” he asked.

      “It’s done.”

      “I don’t feel anything different.”

      “I can see it,” Shae whispered.

      “What do you see?” Polar asked.

      “You are connected,” she said. “Why didn’t he grow the way that Onar did?”

      “He was injured when we did it, though even that isn’t quite the answer. Really, everyone is different. Even those that we connect to the Order will be different. We do what we can for them, and we modify what we can, but ultimately it comes down to how they connect to elaron. The connection is what makes them part of the Order.”

      “And then they can fight?” Erich asked.

      I studied him for a moment. “Anyone can fight, but it’s the how that makes them members of the Order. If you want to be a soldier, we can accomplish that. If you would prefer to continue to learn to control the elaron, then you will keep studying with me.”

      Shae reached for his hand and he said nothing.

      “Who is next?”

      Tera stepped forward and presented herself. Another who had been here when we had freed the fortress, she had a minimal connection to elaron, not nearly as potent as others. She was thin, older than I would have preferred, and had no fighting experience that I knew of. How many of those who had offered themselves did?

      That didn’t matter. All that mattered now was that she would join the others of the Order.

      I looked at her, locking eyes. I sensed no hesitation from her, only a determination. “Are you ready?”

      She didn’t look away as she nodded. “I’m ready.”
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      When everyone had been connected to the elaron and the future members of the Order gathered together, I nodded to Onar. “You’re going to need to guide them.”

      As the one with the most skill remaining behind, along with the only one who understood what it meant to be a new member of the Order, it would fall upon him.

      He could do it, though.

      I didn’t know him well, though Coldan respected him. That was enough.

      “I will do what you need, Volatar.”

      I forced a smile. “I know that you will.”

      I focused on the elaron within the others, watching them, feeling the power flowing through them. It would take time before the connection was complete. They wouldn’t change as quickly as someone like Onar had, mostly because his change had been tied to necessity, the fighting and the attack making that more of an urgent need. Eventually, though, they would become much larger. More powerful. We would use that. They would protect the fortress.

      This would be a place of the Jahor.

      I turned to Coldan. “It’s time,” I said.

      He nodded to me.

      We said our goodbyes and then set out from the fortress.

      We hadn’t gone far beyond the edge of the fortress when I paused at the road, looking back. The fortress wasn’t all that far behind us, though the bend in the road made it difficult to see much of anything about it. I could feel the elaron there, the power of our people within the fortress, and was fully aware of how that power pressed outward.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      “Probably nothing,” I said.

      “Probably?”

      I shrugged. “I can feel the elaron,” I said.

      I found Shae watching me, a question in her eyes that she didn’t ask. I wished that she would. It might benefit her if she were to ask the questions that came to mind, especially as she continued to learn.

      “Why is that a problem?” Erich asked.

      “The problem is because if I can feel it, then it’s possible that others would be able to as well.”

      “I didn’t think the Hith had that ability,” Shae said.

      “I don’t even know what their ability is anymore,” I said.

      It was possible that they weren’t able to detect anything, though it was equally possible that they would be able to decipher the power that we summoned, and if that were the case, then they would know that we had a stronghold there.

      “You ensured that the others were protected,” Coldan said.

      I nodded slowly. In addition to Onar, there were now four others who were equally connected to the elaron.

      It was the first time that I had made such a connection to the elaron in a long time.

      It changed things about them.

      Using the power that way connected them to the elaron, and it connected them to the source of power that they weren’t able to reach otherwise. Not all of the Jahor were able to reach for the elaron in the same way. Some were like me, able to harness that power, to use it in ways that we could turn externally. Others were more like Coldan, like these men we had modified within the fortress. They weren’t able to harness the power on their own. The only way they could use power was in the manner that I had provided, connecting them directly to it so that their bodies would feed on that power, enabling them to become something greater and more powerful than they would be otherwise.

      “They chose it,” Coldan said softly.

      “I know they did,” I whispered.

      “Why is it so much of an issue?” Erich asked.

      “It’s an issue because I have modified people with the power of elaron,” I said. “And I still remain uncertain as to whether or not that is right.”

      “If it works, it allows us to be protected. Then why isn’t it right?” Shae asked.

      I could only shake my head. “Because I’ve seen the way that power has been used.”

      Coldan watched me, saying nothing more.

      We continued on, riding slowly.

      We headed west, though we wouldn’t be able to continue heading only west. We would need to make our way north. First, we had to find a place that would have enough activity where we could find merchants who would travel to the fortress and offer our people trade. It wasn’t as if they had nothing. The storehouses of supplies deep beneath the fortress had provided us with wealth that I would have loved to have access to when I had been the Volatar.

      I doubted we would find what we needed in Yarshin, which meant that we were heading beyond that.

      When it grew dark, I motioned for us to stop.

      We moved off the road and Coldan quickly set up a campsite.

      He did so with a practiced ability, one that had been honed over the years of us working together.

      A fire was lit, and it crackled with warmth, radiating its light outward. I focused on the energy around us, feeling for the elaron, searching for any sense of magic around us. There was nothing more than those who had come with us.

      Coldan watched me.

      “Why don’t you use the ne’rash?”

      “I don’t want to,” I said.

      “Even after all of your success?”

      “That was success that was tied to a very specific purpose,” I said.

      “You doubt that you will have control.”

      “I fear what would happen if I lose control,” I said. “It’s tenuous still.”

      “You’re afraid.”

      “I know what can happen,” I said. There had been a time when I had decimated an entire city of Hith. There had been a part of me that thrilled at the power, using the ne’rash in that destructive manner as I got vengeance for what had happened to my people. It had taken Coldan to talk me back down. Had he not, I didn’t know what would have happened to me. Or to him.

      “Maybe you need to lose control.”

      I shook my head. “You and I both know that isn’t wise.”

      “Why not? If it means that you will somehow gain access to this power, and you can figure out how to safely mingle it with the elaron, then to me it does make sense.”

      I smiled at him. “Maybe that’s why it’s best that you don’t have this power.”

      He glared at me. “I think you’re scared.”

      “There’s no doubt about that,” I said.

      “Fear isn’t the reason that you should avoid doing this,” Coldan said.

      “No. I’m fully aware of that,” I said.

      He sighed and turned to look out into the night.

      Shae and Erich sat side by side, whispering softly to each other. There was a comfort between the two of them, and I realized that there was more than just a comfort between them. She was working with him, trying to help him reach for his control over the elaron. That was something that I should have been doing, but the discovery of the creatures, and my desire to find a way to stop them, meant that I had been preoccupied.

      I took a seat next to them. “We should work on focus.”

      “What about our focus?” Erich asked. “Do we somehow not have enough?”

      I shook my head. “No. You both are doing incredibly well.” Better than I would’ve expected, even. It wasn’t so much about their focus as it was about mine. Eventually, I wondered if I would need to borrow from them, to see if there might be some way to take the elaron from them the way that I had within the fortress. I had discovered that I could transfer some of that power to myself, and if that were the case, and if I were to need to do so again, I wanted to ensure that I didn’t draw everything away from them, draining them completely. “What I need is for you to learn to hold your elaron back.”

      Shae watched me. “Why would we need to hold back?”

      “You might need to hold it back from me.”

      “Why? Will you take it from us the same way those creatures did?” Erich asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      His eyes widened slightly.

      “Not exactly the same, though probably similarly. And it’s not because I would do so to harm you. In fact, I suspect the reason that I would do it would be in order to protect you, but that doesn’t change the fact that I might need to borrow power from you.”

      “Borrow, and not take?” Shae asked.

      “In the case of what I might need to use, it would be borrowing,” I said. “It wouldn’t be a matter of me trying to take that power from you and keeping it. I don’t even know if I could do that.”

      Strangely, I wondered if I could, though. I was tempted to try, to hold onto it, to see if by reaching for that power, I might be able to trap it, holding it within myself and keeping it.

      It would drain them, though.

      It wasn’t something that I wanted to do to them. Shae would need to hold onto that power. She had far more than I had given her credit for, and I needed to ensure that she maintained that holdover power, allowing her to use as much of it as possible.

      “I have learned something from you,” I said to them.

      “From me?” Shae asked.

      “From you. From both of you, really. I have discovered that in connecting to you, I have the ability to reach for more power. It’s as if we share the elaron.”

      “I thought the elaron was something buried within each of us,” Erich said. “Isn’t that what you told us?”

      I nodded. “That is what I told you. And as far as I know, that is the truth, but somehow, by holding on to it, I am able to connect to more than I would have otherwise. I can feel it flowing from you to me, which allows me then to control the nature of that power.”

      “And you want us to be able to protect ourselves from you?” Shae asked.

      “It might become necessary,” I said. “It’s possible that I might need to take more than what is safe, though I don’t know.”

      I could see the hesitation on Shae’s face, and I could feel the fear within Erich. Neither of their emotions were misplaced. As much as I wished that it were otherwise, I recognized that they were appropriately cautious.

      “If everything goes the way that it should, it will not be necessary for me to do so, but I wanted you to be aware of what I might have to do.”

      “Why might you have to do it?” Erich asked.

      “Because I don’t know what will happen when we reach the tu’alan. If it comes down to it, I might need to borrow power from you.” The words hung in the air a moment. “You are both powerful”—I could see the way Erich watched me, uncertainty in his eyes about his power now that it had been drained and restored, though not nearly as potently as before—“but I have experience. For us to ensure our safety with the tu’alan, I might need to do that again.”

      Shae frowned, and it was Erich who spoke first. “Who are they?”

      “A powerful people,” I said.

      “What kind of powerful people?”

      “Powerful,” I said.

      “If they are so powerful, then why haven’t you gone to them before?” Erich asked.

      “I have. The last time was many years ago, and I thought that I might be able to get help from them. They did help, at least a little. Long enough for me to begin to understand the kind of power that I could utilize.”

      “What do you mean?” Shae asked.

      “I mean that at the time, I only knew that I could control the elaron. I had no idea about my connection to the ne’rash. It wasn’t until years later that I began to understand that my connection to the ne’rash was evident even then. Had I known, perhaps I might’ve pursued something different. Perhaps I might have tried to gain a better understanding of that power.”

      And if I had, I would likely not have ever become the Volatar.

      That was the part of it that I didn’t know.

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. Not anymore. All that mattered was that I had eventually come around to learn about my control over the ne’rash.

      “Is that why you are going to them now?” Shae asked. “You want to gain a greater understanding of your ne’rash?”

      I smiled. “I don’t even know if they would be able to help me with that. I think that my interaction with them was more chance than anything else, and my understanding of the ne’rash came about secondary to those interactions.”

      “Then why are we going?” she asked.

      “Because we need to better understand these creatures.”

      “And you think they will have that knowledge.”

      “If they don’t, then I don’t have any idea where else to look.” Which meant that we might be facing the creatures without really understanding what they were.

      That was something that worried me.

      Terrified me, if I were honest with myself.

      Shae just nodded. “You can take whatever you need from me,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “If it means that it’s going to help us, then yes. All I ask is that you try to teach me at the same time.”

      “I will teach as much as I can,” I said.

      “Then my power is your power,” she said.

      I looked at Erich. He didn’t look nearly as comfortable with making that agreement.

      “Regardless of what you decide, I’m going to teach you how to hold back. You can control how much power you release. As I teach that, you should be able to keep me from drawing too much power off, but you should also be able to keep these creatures from pulling it off quite as easily.”

      Erich leaned forward, suddenly intent. “I can learn how to prevent them from drawing off that power?”

      “I don’t know. I hope so. But I don’t know.”

      “Teach me,” he said.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. In the distance, I noticed Coldan watching, saying nothing.

      I knew there wasn’t anything for him to say. We both knew that we were starting back down a road we had walked together years before. Would it end the same way?

      So many Jahor had been lost that time.

      It couldn’t be the same this time. We had to find another way.

      Sighing, I turned my attention back to the two of them. “We should begin by helping you understand how your power is drawn through you.”
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      After leaving the rest of the caravan, they moved more quickly, chasing after Mother. The landscape shifted rapidly. While on the hilltop, it was all tall grasses and the occasional tree, but lower down the hillside, there were more trees. Not quite a forest—they had passed through the forest long ago and Hevith had no interest in heading back into it—but in this part of the world, there were plenty of pine trees that grew everywhere. They created natural barriers that left him worried they might stumble across one of the Hith.

      “How far do you think she would have gotten?” Thom asked.

      He moved quickly and had seemingly been uninjured following the attack on the Hith, but every so often, Hevith noticed him rubbing his shoulder. Maybe bringing Thom had been a mistake. There were others who might have been able to come, including others who had worked and trained with Mel. Karsten was skilled, though she could be a bit hotheaded, a trait that hadn’t cooled all that much since leaving Yarshin.

      “She wouldn’t have gotten very far. Had I known she had the inestar…”

      Hevith would have gone after her. It might have been a mistake, too. With as powerful as she’d demonstrated she could be, he didn’t know that going after her alone would have been the right plan.

      “There hasn’t been any sign of the Hith,” Karn said. He wore a curved sword, having taken it from the Hith, and someone had stitched his jacket and pants so they seemed almost as if they fit.

      “Not that I can tell either,” Thom said.

      Graychen just grunted.

      Hevith looked over at Coldan, but he’d been quiet since leaving. Hevith didn’t want to push him to talk, but after having nearly died, it seemed as if Coldan was angrier than he’d been before. Maybe having him along was the wrong idea. They didn’t need someone with them who would cause more trouble. What they needed was to make sure that those who were with them were able to act with the right frame of mind.

      They moved in silence for a while longer before stopping by a stream. Hevith looked behind him, back up the hill, and could barely make out the outline of the wagons. The Hith would have been able to know where they were for a long time. Moving openly had been necessary, though. Having been chased by the Hith for as long as they had, they were acutely aware of the dangers they posed.

      “How do you feel?” Hevith asked Coldan.

      “My leg or my back?”

      “Both?”

      Coldan looked down at his pants. He hadn’t changed, though they didn’t have much in the way for him to have changed into. There wasn’t more clothing in the wagons. Not until they found a place where they could be safe. “I wasn’t expecting to be able to walk again if I survived. If the leg didn’t take me, then the injury to my back should have been enough that I wouldn’t have been able to walk.” He looked up, meeting Hevith’s eyes. “Thank you.”

      Hevith shook his head. “I wish I could take credit, but all I did was push power into you. I didn’t really even control it.”

      Coldan grunted. “It seems like you did.” He inhaled deeply, looking up at the sky. “I feel different, though I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe it’s just that I nearly died, though I wonder if it’s the nature of the healing that has me feeling different.”

      Hevith didn’t have an answer. That was something that he would have liked to have learned from Mother.

      “My father broke his leg on the farm,” Coldan said.

      “How?”

      “Cow backed into him. They’re massive and don’t really pay much attention when you’re trying to milk them. He got pinned between the cow and the wall, his leg crushed. Never was able to walk again after that.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “That’s been my fear. I never wanted to have something happen where I wouldn’t be able to take care of myself. I’ve always been the strong one.” He looked over at Graychen. “I suppose that’s why they took me in and trained me.”

      “How did you become a soldier?”

      “How does anyone? I didn’t have much of a choice. We were attacked. I fought back. Others did too. When the Jahor soldiers came through, they found us. Picked a few of us to train with them. I’m the only one left alive.”

      “Did you want to go with them?”

      “They didn’t force me, if that’s what you’re getting at. That’s not how we get others to work with us.”

      Hevith didn’t know but was relieved that they hadn’t forced service upon anyone. With the Firsters working with him, he wanted to believe that they did it because they really wanted to try to help the Jahor. He didn’t know if that was the case or not.

      “What happened to your father?”

      Coldan looked down at the stream. “Not much survived the attack on my village. We tried to fight back, but not many of us were good fighters. I didn’t even have a sword then. A sharp hoe, a rake. Nothing else. Not until I brought down my first soldier. Then I took his sword, though I didn’t know what I was doing with it.”

      Hevith had suffered, but he couldn’t imagine suddenly deciding to fight. His decision to resist and fight back had happened gradually. It had taken time for him to get up the courage and the desire to do it. Coldan had come into that decision quickly.

      “We should keep moving,” Graychen said.

      Coldan looked up and nodded.

      It seemed to Hevith that there was something more he should be saying to Coldan, but the words eluded him. How could he lead if he didn’t know the right things to say?

      They headed away from the stream, moving quickly. Any concern Coldan wouldn’t be able to keep up with them had been put to rest quickly. He moved as easily as the rest of them, even seeming as if he were holding back.

      As the day progressed, Hevith felt as if they were moving too far from the wagons, and worried that they made a mistake in doing so. The Firsters and the other soldiers were there, and they would defend the wagons, but that didn’t make him feel any better about what they might encounter while they were gone. The Hith knew where to find them, even though the wagons would begin moving.

      Karn followed a trail that only he seemed able to see, though Thom didn’t object to the way the other man led. By the time evening fell, Hevith had begun to think they weren’t going to find anything.

      They stopped for a break, Karn making a circle of the ground. Hevith looked to see if there was anything he might be able to see, but whatever it was that Karn noticed was beyond Hevith.

      “What are you following?”

      “The recent rains makes it easier to see evidence of her passing. Not easy. She’s not a large person, so she won’t leave large prints, but she leaves some. She’s either not aware that she does or she doesn’t care.”

      Hevith suspected it could be either when it came to Mother. Maybe both.

      “Can you tell when she came through here?”

      Karn grunted. “That’s not how this works. When you said you’d never hunted before, I thought you exaggerated.”

      “We had others with us who did the hunting. I was responsible for learning how to guide the wagons.”

      “All men should learn to hunt, Hevith. Can’t depend on someone else taking care of you your whole life.”

      He turned away, heading from the small clearing where they’d stopped, and traced the steps he found from Mother.

      Hevith decided not to go after him. He looked around the clearing. Thom rested back on his heels, sweeping his gaze all around him. Coldan stood motionless. After the day they’d had, Hevith thought they might want to rest, but they both seemed on edge.

      “How far do you…”

      Something pressed upon him, causing him to cut off.

      Hevith focused on what he detected. The sense of it was subtle, but he was certain there was something there. A hint of power. Something that hadn’t been there before.

      Karn watched him. Did he detect it?

      Hevith glanced over at Coldan and Thom. “Be ready.”

      He spun in place, holding on to the staff and looking around. There wasn’t anything that he could detect other than that sense of power that pushed on him. That might be imagined, but he didn’t think so. Hevith thought that was real.

      Karn had moved away from them.

      If there were Hith nearby, he might be caught unaware.

      Coldan followed Hevith and Thom got to his feet, frowning. He unsheathed his sword, the soft glowing radiating along the length of the blade telling Hevith that he was ready for whatever they might face, but Hevith didn’t know what it might be. Perhaps this was nothing but his imagination.

      He headed toward Karn.

      He’d stopped and was peering at the ground with a determination. He leaned forward, sniffing, as something shifted behind him.

      There had been nothing there only a moment before. Nothing but darkness.

      Hevith darted forward.

      The movement changed everything.

      Five Hith suddenly appeared around them.

      How had they been hiding?

      “Karn!”

      He looked up, annoyance flashing across his face, but then his eyes widened. He rolled off to the side, grabbing for his sword, but on the ground as he was, it was pinned beneath him.

      Hevith got to him and swung the staff.

      It connected with the Hith who was bringing his sword down.

      Hevith didn’t know if the staff could withstand that kind of attack, but he pushed back against it, catching the blade and absorbing the dark power the Hith attempted to use. He twisted his wrist, trying to push the sword back and away from him, but the Hith seemed prepared for it.

      Hevith took a step back, trying to get into a position that would allow him to be ready for the next attack. They were outnumbered. Five Hith and only the four of them. Hevith wasn’t much of a fighter compared to the others, but what he could offer was something the others wouldn’t be able to do on their own. He could absorb the power the Hith tried to use on them.

      They were closing in. The Hith forced them into a circle and Hevith swung the staff around, trying to make some space so they wouldn’t be injured. The nearest of the Hith swatted at his staff with his sword, a dark band of power flowing from the end of it and into the staff.

      That was strange.

      It was almost as if they wanted him to absorb the power they were holding. What purpose would there be in that?

      Hevith twisted off to the side. Karn had gotten to his feet. Thom and Coldan approached, both with swords unsheathed. Graychen moved toward them as well.

      Then the Firsters darted forward in attack.

      The Hith were ready.

      The Hith Hevith had seen fight before had all been skilled. These were skilled in a different way. There was a surge of power from them. It exploded from their swords, striking the Firsters before they had a chance to react. Thom fell.

      Hevith slipped over to cover him, swinging the staff around. The power flooding into the staff was too much for him to control—which he suspected was the point. By pushing power into the staff, Hevith wasn’t able to reflect it back at them. They were drawing more and more away.

      Hevith swung the staff and caught one of the Hith on the arm. He dropped his sword.

      Coldan was there, slamming into him and driving his blade through the man’s belly.

      Hevith darted forward, trying to attack, but the staff felt heavy.

      Hith power flowed from them, the nature of the darkness such that they were using it to attack with a flurry of power. Karn wasn’t able to move to combat anything they were doing. Hevith tried to use the staff to block the attack, but it didn’t work as well as he wanted. The staff absorbed most of the blows, but there were some that it didn’t.

      When he’d fought the Hith before, they had used their power in thick tendrils that stretched toward him. Mother must have sent them—which suggested she was nearby.

      One of the Hith focused on Hevith. He brought the staff around, swinging it at the Hith and releasing some of the pent-up power that he held onto. There was a surge of energy, a flash of power, and the Hith went flying back.

      Hevith prepared to move to target the next attack, but there wasn’t one.

      The Hith disappeared.

      Hurrying over to Thom, he found him rubbing his chest as he got to his feet.

      “What was that?” Thom asked.

      “A diversion,” Graychen said.

      “Why would they need a diversion?” Hevith stepped forward, feeling the energy of the Hith that was around them. They had disappeared, though he had no idea how they had disappeared.

      “There must have been something here they wanted,” Graychen said.

      Thom looked down, studying the ground. “Or someone.” He looked over and met Hevith’s eyes. “They have the inestar.”

      “Mother does.”

      “They could have used it.”

      If she’d used it, Hevith would have expected he would have felt it. There should have been something from the device that would have triggered an awareness within him. There hadn’t been anything.

      With Mother, it was possible she’d used it and he hadn’t been aware of it.

      She’d never had the inestar. What if she had some way of drawing power through it that he wouldn’t be able to determine?

      “Why come this way?” Karn asked. “There’s nothing here.”

      “That we can see,” Thom said.

      Graychen sheathed his sword and looked around. The clearing was small, and now that they’d brought down two of the Hith, blood stained parts of it.

      Hevith stopped in front of one of the fallen Hith, nudging him with his boot. The man didn’t move, though Hevith doubted he would. This was the man Coldan had carved down. The others had been hurt, and they shouldn’t have been able to escape as easily as they had, but they’d disappeared.

      “What do you think you’ll find?” Coldan asked.

      He held onto his sword. The blade glowed softly with a faint light, barely enough for Hevith to see, but he could feel the elaron from it.

      “I don’t know,” he said, looking up at Karn. “But he’s right. Why out here? There shouldn’t be Hith in the north like this. Why wouldn’t she have taken the inestar south where she could get reinforcements?”

      “If they used this device, then they were after us. Jahor.”

      That made sense, but at the same time, he wasn’t entirely certain that was the case. Had there been Jahor nearby, he would have expected they would have seen them. Possibly even detected them the same way that he detected the power from Coldan’s sword.

      There had to be another explanation.

      Hevith headed across the ground, away from the clearing. There had to be something here. A reason for them to have such a presence.

      It all came back to the inestar. And Mother.

      Whatever else happened, Hevith had to find the inestar.

      He could focus on it.

      That was something he hadn’t attempted to do since losing it. Had he tried before, Hevith wasn’t sure that he would even have had the right kind of strength to reach it. Now that he’d fought, and now that he’d settled into what had happened, he thought that maybe he might be able to use the elaron—the power of Callah and the Jahor—to reach it.

      Closing his eyes, he focused.

      It was a difficult thing to do. There needed to be an emptiness within his mind, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure that he could find the emptiness he needed. The lessons on how to do so had been given to him by the very people he needed to capture. That irony wasn’t lost on him, and neither was the fact that he had to count on her not having lied to him about what had happened. He didn’t think she’d told him the truth about everything when it came to his power, but what would she have held back?

      The power was within him.

      The sense of it was there, faint and stirring at the back of his mind. The presence of others nearby pushed upon him, an awareness of them and their power. Graychen and Thom were familiar. He’d detected the use of their power before and knew what they were capable of doing. Karn was a vague awareness, power that was there though he might not know it. Even when it came to Coldan, he was familiar, though what Hevith detected of the other man seemed different than it had been.

      He almost lost his focus.

      Why would Coldan feel so different than he normally did?

      It would likely be because of what Hevith had done. Power swelled within him, but it didn’t seem as if it had any way of escaping, almost as if Coldan bulged with power. That was why he seemed larger. It was likely from the way Hevith had been forced to heal him, though he didn’t know what that might be. There would have to be some answer, and as he focused on the power within him, he had to believe that he could find it.

      That wasn’t what he was after now.

      The sense of the inestar flared in his mind.

      It wasn’t far.

      Closer than he would have expected.

      There was power within it.

      He’d been wrong. Mother was trying to use it. She had enough control over it that she was drawing through it, using that power… and trying to find other Jahor.

      She would know how to find the wagons. If she found other Jahor, and if she needed them for whatever she planned, then they needed to stop her.

      Hevith started toward it.

      The others followed him.

      Wrapped within the elaron, he could feel their presence as they followed him, and he knew they were coming with him. He hurried, letting the sense of the inestar guide him. The power of Callah filled him, flowing from him and into the staff. It grew warm in his hand and he tried not to think of what else was happening with it, only that he was drawing on the necessary power to be able to keep Mother from what she intended.

      “Hevith?”

      That was Coldan.

      “I sense her. She’s not far.”

      “Sense?”

      “Through the elaron.”

      “The staff—”

      “I know. It’s holding onto some of the power.”

      The staff might be the only way he’d be able to defeat her, but it would depend upon his ability to keep it filled with the Hith magic.

      The others followed him. Wrapped up in the power the way he was, he could feel the energy flowing through him, filling him. The awareness of the inestar grew closer—which meant Mother was closer.

      He would get to her. Claim the device. And he would make sure she didn’t escape again. After what she’d done and the way that she’d used him and others, he didn’t want to give her the chance to escape.

      Hevith followed the inestar, letting it guide him. He paid no attention to the others behind him, though there was the sense they were there. He could feel their presence and he knew they followed. A soft murmuring of their voices suggested their irritation—or was it concern?—with the way he followed the sense of the inestar.

      Something grabbed him and he paused, opening his eyes.

      They were on top of a small rise. Trees surrounded him, the sharp needles grabbing at his clothes, the spicy scent of pine filling his nostrils. Hevith swept his gaze around to see Coldan with a hand on him, holding him in place.

      “You need to be careful.”

      “We’re near the inestar,” he said.

      “Maybe, but down there”—he swept his hand out, motioning beyond the trees—“we don’t really know what we’re going to find. It’s possible they’ve got a trap set for us again.”

      The other three watched him, though none said anything. Thom had mostly seemed to have recovered from the attack, and it didn’t seem to Hevith that he suffered much for the nature of what he’d gone through, but he didn’t want to assume that the other man was completely unharmed.

      The inestar was down in the valley.

      It glowed, the light coming off it shining against the night. Hevith stared, looking for how many Hith there might be—and didn’t detect any. That was unlikely. With Mother down there, he suspected there would be several of the Hith, probably more than he would be able to detect, but he had to think there might be some way to find them without running straight toward them.

      “Do you see it?” he asked Coldan.

      Coldan stood at Hevith’s shoulder, looking down toward the valley. “I don’t see anything. It’s getting too dark.”

      “Darker, but not dark. Can you see the light coming from the inestar?”

      Coldan shook his head. “No.”

      Hevith squeezed his hand around the staff, debating for a moment. All he would need to do would be to run down to the valley, use the power stored within the staff, and then… then he ran the risk of doing exactly what Mother wanted of him.

      If the inestar was glowing, it could be for only one reason.

      She was using it.

      The power would be for a purpose.

      She could summon other Jahor. If they came, and if they were untrained, then the Hith would be able to take them. Maybe even to a prison the same way Hevith had been imprisoned, so Mother and the others could draw power out of them. He had to get the inestar back.

      Hevith started forward.

      “What are you doing?” Coldan hissed.

      “She’s using it.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Hevith turned his attention back to the valley and toward the power that he could feel. “Unfortunately, I do.”

      He hurried along, racing toward the inestar. The darkness wasn’t a deterrent to him; it was a protection. With the light coming off the inestar, he didn’t need to see. The others followed him.

      They reached the valley.

      There were Hith, but they weren’t paying attention. They maintained their focus on Mother—who stood holding the inestar. Seven Hith surrounded her.

      That might be too many, but the staff held power.

      He turned the staff toward Mother.

      Then he unleashed power.

      It exploded from the end of the staff.

      The Hith reacted more quickly than he would have expected. They darted forward, moving toward them, but the power Hevith unleashed struck. Three were tossed back and landed with loud thuds. The other four converged, but Coldan and the other soldiers reacted, putting themselves in front of him and blocking the Hith from reaching him.

      Hevith paid no attention to them. The only thing he could focus on was Mother.

      She held the inestar and turned toward him.

      He swung the staff.

      It knocked the inestar from her hand and she scrambled for it, but Hevith was there first. He grabbed it, sweeping it off the ground, and swung the staff back toward her.

      She rolled off to the side.

      “You don’t understand what you’re doing,” she said.

      “I understand that I’m stopping you.”

      “You haven’t stopped anything.”

      She raised her hand. Hevith didn’t give her a chance to complete whatever it was that she intended to do. He swung the staff, preventing her from using stolen power, and blocked the power she tossed toward him.

      When an explosion of light cleared, Mother was gone.

      The remaining Hith were down.

      Hevith started toward Coldan and nudged one of the fallen Hith.

      “You shouldn’t do that,” Coldan said.

      “I don’t want to know—”

      The Hith groaned.

      Coldan reached for his sword and swept it toward the man.

      Hevith grabbed his wrist and pulled him back. “Wait.”

      The Hith didn’t have a weapon. There wouldn’t be any way for him to attack other than using his magic, and Hevith thought he would be able to counter that with the staff.

      He nudged the man again.

      There came a long moan as the man opened his eyes and looked up at them.

      Coldan held his sword over the man, pointing the tip of it toward the man’s neck. “Move and you die.”

      “I’m already dead.”

      “Probably.”

      “What were you doing here?” Hevith asked, crouching down next to him.

      The Hith rolled his head to the side, looking over at him. “You’re the one she’s after.”

      Hevith frowned. Mother wouldn’t be after him. She was trying to get away from him.

      “Why here?”

      “You will know soon enough.”

      Hevith set the staff down near the man. His gaze was drawn toward it, lingering.

      “You recognize this,” Hevith said.

      “You shouldn’t be able to use that.”

      “Yet I can.” He remained crouching, waiting. “What is she after?”

      “You.”

      Hevith glanced over at Coldan. The other man remained still, the sword aimed at the Hith’s neck. It seemed to Hevith that Coldan wanted nothing more than an excuse to slide the blade down and kill the Hith. There was an anger in Coldan when he fought, and having heard what had happened to his family and the people of his village, Hevith understood. The Hith were responsible.

      “Why would she be after me? She just escaped from me.”

      “She isn’t done with you yet.”

      “I’m not done with her either.”

      Hevith got to his feet. The Hith wasn’t going to give him any information. This was a waste of time. The man was dying—Hevith could smell that about him—and lingering here only put them farther from Mother and whatever she intended to do with the inestar.

      The dying Hith coughed and winced. Coldan’s sword brushed up against his neck for a moment, barely more than that, but it drew blood.

      “She wanted you to have a message,” the Hith said.

      Hevith looked back down at him. “What sort of message?”

      The Hith blinked, locking eyes with Hevith. “Your family.”

      Hevith tensed. Everything within him went numb.

      Coldan looked over at him, but Hevith barely registered it. How could he?

      “What about his family?” Coldan demanded.

      The Hith laughed. “She knows how to find them. The other Jahor. You can run, but the Vicenz will find you. That’s the message.”

      The Hith laughed again, but a cough interrupted it. He sucked in a deep breath, but then no more.
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      The fire cast a bright light against the circle of wagons around him, something the rest of the Jahor needed. They didn’t need the warmth so much. The night was cool but not cold, and most of the Jahor with them had come to tolerate the chill. It was the darkness they all feared. The possibility the Hith might attack. The firelight mitigated that somewhat.

      It did nothing for Hevith’s mood.

      He stared at the dancing flame, trying to find a pattern. His mind raced through what the Hith had told him before dying, and he still didn’t know what to make of it. As far as he knew, it was a prank.

      Mother knew what he’d lost. When he’d been imprisoned with the others, he’d not hidden what had happened to him and his people. Then when Vard had come to the prison, he had been more invested in trying to share what had happened.

      It had to be a prank.

      His family had been killed. Believing that made it easier to go on, in some ways. If they still lived, and if he did nothing to go after them, what did that make him?

      Now that he had some power, he should be able to find them. If there was anything that could be done for them, Hevith would be the one to do so. He stared at the fire, watching as the flames crackled and danced. He couldn’t get the thought out of his head about what the Hith soldier had said. It was possible it was nothing more than a prank as he had believed, and as he had told himself as he’d made his way back toward the wagon, but knowing Mother as he did, and knowing she’d had the device for as long as she had, he couldn’t shake the thought that perhaps it wasn’t only a joke.

      What if she truly did know how to find his family? The rest of the Jahor?

      Hevith tried to put those thoughts out of mind. They did nothing other than trouble him, and with everything that he’d been through while imprisoned, he was troubled enough.

      Coldan took a seat next to him. He turned and stared at the fire, saying nothing. In the time since they’d left the clearing where they’d fought the Hith, Coldan had been mostly silent, and Hevith was thankful for that. He didn’t need to have the other man speaking much, not when he didn’t know if there was anything for him to even say.

      “What if she does know how to find them?”

      “Then we find them,” Coldan said.

      “I can’t leave the rest here. The Jahor need me.”

      Coldan turned toward him, watching him. “What makes you think you would leave the Jahor behind?”

      “If I go looking for my family”—it would be about him finding his family, not just the Jahor—"I couldn’t drag others with me on a search like that.”

      Coldan grunted. “I doubt you would find that many would be willing to be left behind. Think about what most of these people have been through. Most of them have suffered, and they have been held captive, tormented in the same way as you have. If there is anything that can be done to keep someone else from suffering in the same way, or to rescue those who’ve been captured and held, I suspect they’d be more than willing to do so.”

      Hevith lifted his gaze, sweeping around the wagons. They’d stopped for the night, situated along the hillside, near enough the stream and a source of water so they didn’t have to dig into their stores. The hunters had some success, and the scent of roasting meat drifted toward him. It was a savory sort of scent, and considering what so many of the people had been through, and how much they had suffered, having the savory scent of meat was something of a relief.

      There were over a hundred people here. All of them were expecting him to offer some level of protection, and all of them needed him to have his focus on that protection and not be concerned about what had happened to his family. Hevith didn’t even know if what the Hith had said was accurate. Could he really risk them by going after the possibility?

      He already knew the answer. Much like Coldan knew that he had the answer. There was nothing else that he could do.

      “She must’ve used the inestar to find them.”

      Hevith reached into his pocket, pulling the device out and rolling it along his leg. If she had used the device in order to find them, it would explain why she hadn’t used that threat against him before. During her captivity, he would’ve expected that she would have offered him knowledge of his parents in exchange for her freedom, but she had not. She must not have known.

      “Do you think she had enough time?”

      Hevith shrugged. He’d detected the use of the inestar for a while, so he didn’t really know how long Mother had been using it. It was possible she’d had more than enough time to use the power from it for whatever purpose she intended. The power he’d uncovered coming from the inestar had been enough for her to summon other Jahor, though he had no idea if she was able to do more than just summon the Jahor. What if she could use the inestar to find them?

      “I don’t know anymore. All I know is that Mother intended something more than what we knew. If we go after her, we put our people in danger.”

      All of them had suffered because of Mother before. All of them were in danger if they went after her, and if they did, then it would be his fault if something worse happened to them.

      It wasn’t only about his parents and his sister. It wasn’t only about the people he had once traveled with. If others were captive because of someone like Mother, and because of the Hith, then he needed to protect them.

      “I don’t know how to find them.”

      “You have the inestar,” Coldan said.

      “I have it, but I have a feeling Mother knew how to use it better than I do.”

      “You just need to continue to learn.”

      Hevith grunted. That was an ongoing issue. It was the reason they had kept Mother with them, thinking that if nothing else, he would have an opportunity to work with her, forcing her to help him better understand the nature of the power he could control. She had refused, and her refusal had meant that he continued to struggle accessing the elaron. Somehow, Hevith was going to have to learn to control that on his own.

      “Even if she discovered where your family is held, she won’t be able to reach them easily. It’s going to take time for her to get wherever she intends to travel.”

      “We don’t know that. For all we know, she has another way of traveling.”

      She had certainly disappeared quickly. The Hith had disappeared—and appeared—quickly as well. Whatever Mother had done had to be tied to her knowledge of that sort of power.

      He didn’t have the same knowledge. All he had was questions.

      He had to stop thinking like that. He’d been successful so far. He’d kept these people alive. He could fight on their behalf. He had fought on their behalf.

      He got to his feet. “I need you to work with me.”

      “Work with you how?” Coldan asked.

      “I need you to work with me on how to fight.”

      “Greychan has been working with you.”

      “I need you to work with me.”

      Coldan shook his head. “You have another way of fighting, Hevith.”

      “I might be able to use the staff,” he said, glancing over at it, resting on the ground near him. Given the nature of the staff and the power that it was able to control, he thought that perhaps he should treat it with a bit more respect than he had. It would be nice if he had some way of uncovering how it had been made. If he and the others could replicate it, they might be able to use its power much more effectively. “I still need to know how to fight. If it comes down to it, I don’t want to be trapped between a Hith and their blade, unable to fight.”

      Coldan studied him for a moment. “I’ll work with you, but I can’t guarantee I’m going to be able to teach you anything you will need to survive a battle. It would be better for you to avoid fighting altogether.”

      Hevith smiled to himself. It was the same sort of thing that Vard used to tell him. “If I can’t avoid fighting, at least I want to be able to do it in a way that will keep me safe.”

      Coldan looked aorund at the others at the camp and motioned for Hevith to follow. They headed beyond the circle of wagons and he stopped, unsheathing his sword as he looked over at Hevith. “It would be easier if we had practice swords to use, but seeing as how we’re lucky to have the weapons we do, I think we’re going to need to use actual blades to practice.”

      “You’re worried about hurting me.”

      “I’m worried about killing you.”

      Hevith snorted. “That’s a far cry from where you were when we first met.”

      Coldan’s brow furrowed, darkness clouding it briefly. As it did, Hevith regretted his words. He shouldn’t remind Coldan of what had happened and who he had been within the prison. They had been trying to protect the inestar, and they had thought the key to doing so was by showing strength. The others of the Firsters hadn’t known who to trust. Because of that, they had trusted no one.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s my fault. You were only doing what you were commanded to do.”

      Coldan turned and looked back toward the wagon. From where they stood, the firelight from the campfire drifted out, giving some light, though the moonlight overhead was more than enough for them to see. “Even though I had my orders, I should have known enough to question him.” He shook his head, looking down at his sword. The curved blade glowed, almost as if it reflected the moonlight. Had Hevith not known what he was seeing, he would have believed that was all it was. Instead, he could feel the power of Callah flowing from the blade. He didn’t think Coldan was aware of just how much power he held onto, but if he was, would he know how to control it?

      “When we were in the prison yard, we all did things that we regret. I lost myself.”

      Coldan looked up, locking eyes with him. “We all lost a part of ourselves.”

      “I let the prison begin to change me,” Hevith said.

      “A place like that changes all of us.”

      “Then I realized what was happening.” He reached for his own blade. He had a similarly curved blade, one of the swords they had claimed off the Hith within Yarshin. He didn’t know whose blade it used to be, though perhaps none of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was that Hevith had the sword. “Something Karn said to me at the time helped me.”

      “He hasn’t been all that helpful since then,” Coldan said.

      Hevith shook his head. That wasn’t entirely true. Karn had forced the wagons to turn back to Yarshin. “Karn struggles with who he was and what he was meant to be. I think he had come to terms with what was asked of him.” The idea that anyone could come to terms with being a slave was almost too much for Hevith to imagine, but that was exactly what it seemed had happened to Karn. The other man had been content. He had been able to eat his two meals a day. He had been able to serve as they had demanded of him. He had worked, and through it, he had found something of value. That was what anyone wanted. Everyone within their camp wanted to be valued, and Hevith knew that it was upon him and the others who led them to help them find that. “Had it not been for Karn, I might not have realized what was happening to me.”

      “When we were first captured, Graychen ordered us to remain silent. We thought we would be brought to a war camp. We expected there to be other soldiers. When there weren’t, we weren’t sure what to do. Sometimes I think about what we did in order to keep ourselves strong and healthy.” He closed his eyes. “I think of how much others suffered because of what we did. I think of how much others were tormented. That isn’t what my family would’ve wanted. That isn’t what I was fighting for after my village was destroyed. And it to think that all of these people are my people.”

      “It’s not your fault, Coldan.”

      “Isn’t it? I tell myself there was a purpose behind it. I tell myself there was a purpose to what we were doing, and because of that purpose, we had a right to the food and water. We needed it to stay strong. We needed it to continue to protect the inestar.” He shook his head. “Those are just lies I’ve been telling myself.”

      “You don’t want to be a Firster any longer?”

      “I don’t know that I ever wanted to be one. I wanted to be a soldier and to try to help protect my people. None of that involved harming those who needed me.”

      “You’ve done nothing but protect the Jahor ever since you escaped.”

      He grunted. “After we escaped, our first instinct was to protect the inestar. That was what we would’ve done had we not encountered the Hith. Graychen wanted us to do everything in our power to continue to try to protect it. He didn’t want us to try to protect the Jahor. Protect the inestar. How could we claim a reason to protect the inestar if we weren’t willing to protect the people the inestar could summon?”

      Hevith took in a deep breath before letting out. “I didn’t realize you were so troubled.”

      “I hadn’t been so troubled before. It wasn’t until I died—”

      “You didn’t die.”

      “I think I died. Much like you used the power of Callah to bring me back.” He turned and looked at Hevith. “Whatever you did changed something for me. I don’t know what it is, but I feel it. It’s different. Maybe that difference is why I’ve started to question. Maybe that difference is what I should have been focusing on all along. It’s possible I should have been questioning everything from the very beginning.”

      “Was Graychen always your commander?”

      “When I first was pulled into the Order, I was little more than a green recruit. I barely knew how to hold the sword. There are levels of training, and within that level, we’re offered additional opportunities to advance. I took to it quickly, though I suspect all who share our bloodline would do so. There’s something about the Jahor and those of us who make the decision to fight that seems to grant us an affinity for the sword.”

      Hevith glanced down at the blade he carried. He didn’t necessarily feel the same way. Though he had a sword, he didn’t feel as if he had any real affinity for it. When he’d been training while younger, there had been attempts made to try to teach him how to use the sword much more effectively. It had taken him a long time to feel as if he had any skill at it. Even now, Hevith wasn’t sure that he had any real skill. What he had was an ability to swing the blade with violence, with anger, but nothing more than that.

      “When you work with me, you might find you’re far more talented with fighting than you realize.”

      “You may find that I’m not,” Hevith said, laughing softly.

      “You defeated me without any real training.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t have any training” Hevith said.

      “The old soldier?”

      Hevith nodded. “His name was Vard. He had traveled with my family for as long as I knew. My father hired him because he was skilled, and he offered us protection, but I begin to wonder if my father knew more about him than I ever realized.”

      “He fought for the Hith.”

      Hevith nodded. It was more than that. It was the reason they headed north. There had to be something more than just the words his father had instructed him to speak. “I think so. I didn’t know it at the time, but I think Karn did. He recognized something.”

      “When we were fighting, we often came across squads of soldiers led by one of the Hith, but they would be the only Hith among them. They were otherwise regular soldiers.”

      Hevith nodded. That made a certain sort of sense. He wouldn’t have expected that the Hith would fight in groups such as they had encountered around Mother all that often. He didn’t know how many Hith there were, but he suspected that they didn’t have unlimited numbers.

      It was much like with the Jahor. There were some who could use the power of Callah, but not all that many. Even those who could didn’t know how to use it nearly as well as Mel had been able to.

      Then there were the Vicenz.

      Mother. Morad. Whoever else led them.

      To end the war, he would have to learn that secret.

      “Vard used to tell us stories. My sister loved the stories. She used to think of them as something amazing.”

      “She thought the Hith amazing?”

      “You’d have to know my sister. It’s not so much that she wanted to encounter the Hith, but it was more a curiosity about power. She loved the stories. When it came to anything with magic, she adored it. She wanted to believe there was power in the world.” If only she’d had the chance to see the truth of power. Maybe she even would have developed it. For Hevith to have power, he believed his parents must have had some similar connection.

      “You didn’t want the same thing?”

      Hevith grunted, looking toward the wagons. “I wanted to become the wagon master. That was what my father had been training me to do. They wanted me to lead.”

      “In learning to lead, you’d need to know about the dangers that existed.”

      “I suspect my father was trying to keep many of those dangers from me.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because he didn’t tell me anything that I might face. He shared a little of the war, and the Hith, but not enough for me to know the secrets within the war. I’m certain he knew of them.”

      “What if he didn’t?”

      Hevith had considered that. He had considered the possibility that his father was simply ignorant, but he didn’t think that was the case. Knowing his father as he did, and knowing the conversations that had taken place around them, he suspected his father had known.

      “Then it meant he didn’t know where he was guiding us.”

      “Why would that matter?”

      “My father had made it clear that he was taking us north. Safety was in the north. There was something in the north.”

      Take the star Inilahr and follow it until you see it fade. Speak these words: anulahr ah traml und. Old bonds must form anew.

      Hevith wished he’d had the chance to know what his father wanted him to know.

      “It’s been my experience that there is no safety from the war.”

      “That has been my experience as well.”

      “You intend to change that.”

      Hevith looked over at the wagons again before turning and facing Coldan. “Somebody has to change it.”

      “You would defend the Jahor?”

      “So far I have tried to. With the inestar, I think we have the chance of bringing the Jahor together. We should be able to do something more to protect them.”

      The other man fell silent, holding onto his sword, which continued to glow with a soft white light. After a moment, he inhaled deeply, meeting Coldan’s eyes. “I will fight with you, Hevith.”

      “I know.”

      Coldan shook his head. “No. You don’t.” He leaned forward, something about him glowing a bit more brightly. “If you intend to help the Jahor, I will fight with you. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe and to give you the opportunity to protect our people.”

      “I don’t think it’s only about what I do for our people. I think others with power are going to be needed.”

      Coldan grunted again. “Perhaps, but finding those with power is the challenge.”

      Hevith stared at the blade, noting the way that it glowed. “It’s not as much of a challenge as you would think.” He lifted his gaze, locking eyes with Coldan. “Are you going to spar with me or not?”

      Coldan brought his sword up, holding in front of him, and tipped his head in a nod.
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      The city spreading out below us looked familiar, but so many cities were familiar to me these days. I’d traveled so much over the years that they all blended together, making it so that I could no longer tell where I’d been and where I still needed to go.

      This one carried a darkness hanging over it. There was no sense of the ne’rash out there, though I found myself focusing on it. I didn’t want to feel that power, worried we might encounter it, though in the time since we had left the fortress and made our way here, there had been no sign of the Hith. It was almost as if they’d withdrawn.

      “Which city is this?” Shae asked.

      “This is Comstock.” It had been a while since I’d been here. It was a decent-sized city, situated on a river that allowed boat traffic to navigate along it. A place of trade and movement through the city and beyond. It was why we had headed here as we traveled.

      “Why do I get the sense coming to this city troubles you?” Shae asked.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t trouble me. I know what we face.”

      “What is that?” Erich asked.

      Of the five of us along on the journey, he was the one who worried me the most. He still had an edge to him, and though that edge was familiar to me because I had once shared it—and perhaps still did—it was difficult because I no longer had the patience to try to work him through it.

      On this journey, we were going to need everybody to maintain a level head. I didn’t worry about Shae nearly as much as I did about Erich.

      “He’s troubled because we need to get merchant traffic heading toward the fortress, and he’s not entirely sure he will be able to do it.” Coldan smiled, locking eyes with me for a moment before turning away and peering down at the city. “The Volatar is far more skilled at attacking than he is at negotiating.”

      “I thought you were once a trader,” Shae said.

      I stared down at the city. There was a wagon train heading into the city, only three wagons within it, but enough that they caught my eye. The wagons were painted in bright colors, one blue, one orange, and one a faint yellow. There was a time when I knew what the colors of the wagons signified, but over time, that had changed.

      So much within the war had changed, and the people had changed because of it.

      “I was a trader so long ago, it’s hard to know whether I still have that knowledge,” I said.

      “Like I said, the Volatar would prefer to attack.”

      “I’d like to see that,” Erich said.

      I looked over at him and said nothing.

      Starting off, I headed down toward the city. We moved carefully. Coming at a different angle as we did, it raised questions, and we knew that we needed to be careful as we approached, not wanting to draw the wrong kind of attention. When it came to this sort of thing, it was possible there wasn’t a right kind of attention.

      As we began to near the city, the sounds and smells around it filled my nostrils. We’d been out on the road for long enough that it was a welcome change. When we’d left the fortress, we’d gone by foot. Coldan had suggested we take horses, but I’d been unwilling to take anything the people might need. If there was an attack and the soldiers I’d connected to the elaron weren’t able to offer the defense I hoped they could, I didn’t want to take away the possibility of escape.

      Which meant we would go by foot.

      We’d been traveling for the better part of a week, venturing generally west and somewhat toward the north. It was slow going, and the path had veered us away from Yarshin, though I wasn’t disappointed by that. This city, Comstock, was the first one we’d encountered in our journeys ever since leaving the fortress. Everyone moved a little bit more quickly at the promise of a warm bed, a roof over our heads, and food.

      “There’s something off,” Coldan whispered, leaning toward me.

      His hand had drifted toward the hilt of his sword, and I knew better than to question him when he sensed something amiss. He was far too skilled for me to doubt his ability. It was better to rely upon what he was doing, and to rely upon the nature of what he detected rather than questioning him.

      I glanced over, noting the way his jaw clenched, the tension around his eyes, and I pulled upon the sense of elaron. It had grown increasingly simple for me to reach for that power over the last few days. I needed to be thankful for that. Having the ability to reach for that power enabled me to find something within myself, and it allowed me not to have to embrace the ne’rash. I still could. That chaos existed within me, living there and flowing someplace deep inside me. As much as I wanted to pretend the ne’rash was not a part of me—and I did want that—it was there.

      “It’s just a feeling,” I said.

      “I’ve known your feelings before.”

      I nodded. “I’ve known them too.”

      We reached the outer aspect of the city. Unlike so many other places we’d traveled over the years, Comstock didn’t have a wall surrounding it. Small buildings pressed together on the outskirts, little more than shacks practically pressing one upon another. As we neared, I could feel the dirtiness in the air and I could feel the strange energy here that suggested trouble.

      The others seemed to notice as well. Shae in particular began to glow softly, using her control over the elaron to sweep the area. I didn’t want her to unleash her power, and she’d trained to maintain her composure, but there was always the possibility she might lose that control.

      While traveling, I’d been working with her and Erich, wanting both of them to be able to master their use of the elaron. I would need their assistance if it came down to facing the creatures again.

      As we passed through here, people peered out at us, looking at us and watching as we made our way by. Some of them looked tired, and some of them looked angry. All of them looked dirty and thin.

      “I don’t know if we’re going to find much trade here,” I said to Coldan.

      “There were wagons heading into the city,” he said.

      “There were, but look at these people.”

      “Maybe it’s just out here.”

      My experience, however remote it might be now, told me that it would be unlikely that it was only out here. More likely would be that whatever we encountered out here would be the same throughout the city. Though they appeared poor and malnourished, I had a hard time thinking others within the city would be in that much of a better situation.

      I could be wrong, though. As I looked around, I hoped I was.

      The road led straight through. After a while, we weren’t the only ones taking this path. I looked around at the others, trying to hold onto the elaron, feeling as if there was something to it that I’d missed.

      What I needed was to test the ne’rash.

      I hesitated to do so, but if I waited too long, and if there was something dangerous here, then I could put all of us in peril.

      Nodding to Coldan, he slowed and stepped off to the side. He pressed his back up to one of the small shacks and though he stayed alert, everything within him seemed to be on edge.

      Erich and Shae glanced at Coldan, watching him for a moment before turning their attention to me.

      “What am I missing?” Shae asked.

      “Hevith is going to try something else,” he said.

      “Different than the elaron?” She said it with a whisper, her head twisting from side to side as she looked around.

      I smiled to myself. Even if there was anyone near enough to listen—and with Coldan with us, most people gave us a wide berth—there would be very few who would recognize the term elaron. There might be more within this city who would recognize the ne’rash, though even that I questioned.

      “He’s going to reach for the ne’rash,” Coldan said.

      She looked over at me, her eyes going slightly wide, and I nodded.

      “I’m not going to destroy anything, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “I thought you lost control of that power when you drew upon it.”

      “Most of the time. That’s why Coldan is here.”

      “How does he help you?”

      “Just know that he does.”

      Closing my eyes, I began to embrace the power of the ne’rash.

      I remembered the first time I had attempted to reach for that power. At the time, I hadn’t known what I was doing, only that I needed to call to the dark power within me. I should have known there was something more to it, and should have known reaching for that power would be dangerous, but I’d allowed myself to believe it wasn’t.

      Thankfully, Coldan had been there.

      He almost hadn’t been able to talk me down. In the times I’d reached for that power since, he’d grown increasingly capable of reassuring me, of bringing me back from the brink when it came down to it. Now he did so much more effectively.

      Unlike the elaron, which was a deep power that burned within me, the ne’rash flowed as a part of me. It meant embracing the rage and anger that existed within me. It meant I had to find a way to unleash those emotions.

      In the time I’d been in the fortress, I’d resisted that. There hadn’t been a need to embrace the anger quite like I would need to now. When I had needed to draw on it, I’d done so during times of urgency, the same way I’d come to start drawing on the power of the elaron.

      This would be intentional.

      My first lessons in reaching the ne’rash had been difficult. There had been the power, the hot pain that burned me, the way the power threatened to overwhelm me.

      This was a sense of needing to find a different way.

      Using the memories of the attack, the way the creatures had tormented us, the way the Trilan still did, I found the power within me. It flowed quickly.

      Then I began to let it out.

      The power slipped along the street. There was almost a darkness to it. If I were to open my eyes, I’d be able to see the way the fog of power worked its way along the street, snaking through it, though I chose not to pay attention to that now. What I needed was to know if there was anyone out here with a similar power.

      I didn’t think there was.

      If so, I would have detected it.

      I started to withdraw the ne’rash. The darkness threatened to overwhelm me.

      I’d come to know that sense, and I’d come to know the way I had to fight it. I could fight it. That power was within me, the energy necessary to overcome what was pushing upon me still there, though as I struggled with it, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else I might be able to do.

      Coldan was there.

      I snapped my eyes open, looking over at him with the anger flaring within me. He looked at me with a warmth in his eyes, the compassion of his connection to the elaron burning within him. It was that compassion which always gave me pause. Because of the way he looked at me, the way he offered me that sense of power, I could find a sense of peace.

      That was what I needed now.

      “Easy,” he whispered.

      “Back away.”

      “Easy, Hevith. You can control it.”

      Control.

      That was the hard part when it came to the ne’rash. The power bubbled up, as if it wanted to be unleashed. All it would take would be for me to be willing to use that power, to be willing to explode that sense of energy, and I could be free of it.

      Why wouldn’t I unleash it?

      I didn’t have to hold onto it like this. The ne’rash begged for release. It was there within me, a seduction and a promise that all I had to do was be willing to unleash that energy and it would be free to flow out from me.

      There wasn’t any reason to continue to hold onto it.

      The power started to ease out of me.

      “Hevith,” Coldan said again.

      His voice was calming. It worked its way through the tempest of emotions I worked with in order to reach for the ne’rash. I focused on what I was doing, focusing on whether there was any way I could to relax and not unleash this power.

      “Find your focus. Find your center.”

      That center was the key.

      I couldn’t lose control of myself. I couldn’t lose control of who I was and what I wanted to do for my people. There was a reason that I was here. The Jahor.

      The elaron existed deep within me. When I drew upon the ne’rash like this, finding the elaron became difficult as well. It was after I’d begun to embrace that power that I’d stopped being able to find the power of the elaron as effectively as I once had. It was because of the ne’rash that I’d stopped being the Volatar.

      Something near me caught my attention.

      Power.

      It surged, pressing toward me.

      I reacted.

      The ne’rash blasted outward.

      As soon as it did, I recognized the mistake.

      I’d turned my power onto Shae.

      The anger disappeared in a flash. Everything was gone. The only thing remaining was shame.

      “Shae?”

      The blast of the ne’rash power had thrown her across the street. Erich was there, looking up at me as we approached. Was that fear now in his eyes?

      This wasn’t the way I wanted to lead.

      “I’m fine,” she said, rubbing her chest. “I was holding onto power when you struck me. I think…”

      She didn’t need to finish for me to know what she thought. Had she not been holding onto that power, the blast might have taken a different—and darker—turn.

      Getting to her feet, she looked over at me. “That was my fault. I shouldn’t have tried to press the elaron into you. I thought you needed my help.”

      Coldan grunted. “Seems like he did. Nothing I was doing was making a damn bit of difference.”

      I glanced over, shaking my head. “It was making a difference.”

      “Couldn’t calm you out of it this time. I tried, but I think there was too much within you this time. Maybe you need someone like this to help draw you back.”

      “Someone I can attack?”

      “Someone who can trigger the elaron within you.” Coldan quickly studied Shae, looking her over. “You hurt?”

      She shook her head. “Not so much that I won’t recover.”

      Erich stood back, watching me. “Is that what the Volatar was?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. The memory of the power was there, almost as if it were taunting me, trying to draw me back down and into it. All I had to do was allow myself to reach for that power and I would be able to find it once more. It was a promise of what it could be.

      “That’s not what the Volatar had been. There was never the ne’rash within me before. I had control. I had power.”

      “I don’t know. That seems pretty powerful.”

      “There’s no power in losing control.”

      Nodding to Coldan, I continued along the street. He stayed with me and the other two fell in behind, staying mostly silent. I could hear them whispering to each other, with Erich talking about how I’d looked when I was pulling on power.

      Inhaling deeply, I looked over at Coldan before turning my attention upon the city. That was why we were here. We needed to find merchants to send toward the fortress. The farther we headed into the city, the more it changed. That surprised me. I hadn’t expected to see the city evolve so much and to transition from the poorer slums on the outskirts to nicer wooden buildings, and then stone structures. Many of them were massive homes, though a smattering of businesses were located more centrally. The clothing the people wore became increasingly formal. On the outskirts of the city, most had tattered and faded clothing, but as we neared the center, colors and fancier fabrics became the norm. There were silks and fine cottons, and many of them bore heavy embroidery. They were expensive.

      When we reached an intersection, I paused. Each of us had pockets filled with jewels we’d taken from the storeroom. Not that we thought we would all need the jewels, but it was better for all of us to be prepared for the possibility we would. If something were to happen and we’d get separated, we wanted to be able to make sure that someone would be able to offer a trade to a merchant.

      “There,” I said, pointing along the street.

      Five wagons were stationed along the street, none of them moving.

      They were each brightly painted and well maintained. The men sitting atop the wagons were dressed well, though they sent their gazes sweeping along the street, as if expecting an attack at any moment. It was possible they’d find trouble in the outer sections of the city, but here where the buildings were nicer, there wouldn’t be the same danger.

      “That looks to be too expensive for the fortress,” Shae whispered.

      “That’s what we need. If we can entice higher-end merchants, then others will follow. We need to reestablish trade there. When they get established, they’ll keep coming.”

      Even though it had been a while since I’d been a trader, I still understood the concepts. If someone found good trade, they would keep coming back. If they found a place with wealth, they wouldn’t abandon it. Rumors would begin to spread, and eventually, it would become a regular stop.

      With the proximity to Yarshin, it should be a regular stop. Perhaps it had once been one as well, though that might have been before the attacks.

      I started forward. The others followed.

      When I neared, the lead man on the wagons watched me. “I’ve got nothing for you.”

      I bowed my head, keeping my eyes up. Polite, but not subservient. My clothing was for travel and not impressive. We could have stopped elsewhere in the city and purchased something nicer, but that only wasted time and money. There was no need for that.

      “Then perhaps you can guide me to a merchant willing to trade.”

      The man looked down, ignoring me.

      “You’re just going to let him treat you like that?” Erich asked.

      I ignored him. This wasn’t about my ego. When dealing with someone like this, it was about managing their ego. I knew that, much like I knew it would take only a flash of the jewels we had to entice him.

      “That’s fine,” I said to Erich. “There are other places we can go. I heard the better merchants weren’t far from here, anyway.” I made a point of pitching the words so the merchant would hear me, not that I had any doubt he was paying attention. His posture suggested he was listening, even if he wanted to make it look as if he weren’t.

      Reaching into my pocket, I made it appear as if one of the jewels dropped onto the ground. I hurriedly scooped it up and stuffed it back into my pocket, where it clinked against the others.

      The merchant sat up.

      When we started past, he held out his hand. “You’re not going to find any better merchants in Comstock.”

      “I don’t know. From what I’ve heard, there are some farther along the street here that have better textiles.” That wasn’t what I really wanted sent toward the fortress. What they needed were merchants who had grain. Other supplies we might need. Even weapons.

      “If it’s textiles you’re looking for, then you really don’t need to go any farther. I’ve got—”

      “You weren’t able to trade with us,” I said.

      Now was the time when I pushed.

      I could see the eagerness in the man’s posture, but there was something else.

      Could it be anxiety?

      Why would he be like that… unless he wasn’t the wagon master.

      If his master learned he’d lost a trade to someone with valuables, he would be punished. There was little doubt in my mind others were watching and listening. This man might be in charge now, but he wasn’t fully in charge.

      “I might have spoken a little hastily,” the man said. “It’s been a long day and we’re all a little road weary, as I suspect you can understand.” His expression had changed, and now when he swept his gaze over me, he did so with a look that implored compassion. “What can I interest you in?”

      I looked at Coldan and he shook his head slightly, a flash of amusement crossing his face.

      “If you have quality textiles, why don’t we start there?”

      The man climbed down from the wagon and made his way toward the back door before pulling it open and motioning toward several spools of fabric.

      I touched the nearest of them, tracing my hand along it. It had been a long time since I had tried to rate the quality of fabrics. Even when I had been a child traveling with my parents, I hadn’t been a trader. That had been my mother—and my sister. My role had been to learn to guide the wagons, to be prepared to lead our people. Not to focus on making the most skilled of trade. My father would do that from time to time, though most often he left that to my mother, preferring to allow her to use her considerable negotiation skills to ensure that the best trade was made.

      “It’s adequate, but we’ve seen nicer not far from here,” I said.

      “Adequate?” he sputtered. “I’m most curious about where you found anything that would be nicer than the quality of this. The wool is from Portan, and everyone knows that there is no finer wool than that found in Portan.”

      “I’ve always preferred the quality of wool from Thenis,” Shae murmured.

      I looked over at Shae. She ignored me, but I couldn’t help smiling. She knew more than she had let on.

      “Thenis has high quality wool, but it’s nothing like this. Trust me. When you feel the smoothness of the fabric and you begin to appreciate the quality of the weave, you’ll recognize that there is nothing quite like this.”

      Shae stepped forward, running her hand along the fabric before dropping it and turning to me and shrugging. “I agree. It’s adequate. I think we can find something higher-quality farther along the street.”

      I tipped my head, nodding to her. We had started off, heading away, when the merchant called after us, “I can bargain with you.”

      I paused, glancing over at Shae. She was good. I hadn’t expected that out of her.

      “What kind of bargain?” I asked.

      “What kind of bargain do you need?”

      “We are trying to resupply our stores. Our palace suffered a fire and the people there are struggling with the poor quality of fabrics we’ve had come through.”

      “We would be most pleased to bargain with your people.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t get the sense that you are pleased to bargain.”

      The man flicked his gaze toward the wagons, and I wondered just how much trouble he would be in by making this promise. Not that it mattered. It wouldn’t change anything about how we operated. If we could get this wagon caravan to head toward the fortress, then others would follow. I could already tell that the man was hooked and suspected it wouldn’t take much longer for us to ensure that he remained hooked.

      “If you have the necessary trade, I’m sure we can make this work,” the man said.

      I turned back and pulled out three jewels. I was tempted to pull out more, wanting to seal the bargain, but anything more than what I withdrew would make me seem too eager. I didn’t want to come across as overly eager, especially not with someone like this, who would take advantage of it.

      Even though he struck me now as trying to placate me, I could tell he did so only to make the bargain.

      “I would consider this an initial payment. I could tell you where your wagons would need to go. It’s not far from here. Only a few days along the easterly road. From there—”

      The man’s eyes widened. “The easterly road, you said?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m sorry, but we won’t be able to bargain.”

      He turned away and I glanced at Coldan, who offered a slight shrug. Nothing more than that.

      What was I missing?

      Could he have heard about the fortress?

      If he had, did that mean that he feared what existed there, and that he feared the possibility of an attack there?

      I doubted I would be able to push.

      Even if I could, it might not be the right tactic to take with someone like this. He struck me as someone who would push back.

      “We have jewels,” Erich said, hurrying forward. He held out a fistful of jewels, and the merchant eyed them, his gaze lingering for a moment before looking up at Erich’s face.

      I shot him a look of irritation briefly.

      “I’m sorry, but where you need us to travel is outside of our trading realm,” the merchant said.

      Erich started to say something else, but I cut him off, resting my hand on his arm.

      “I wish you bountiful trade.”

      The merchant held my gaze for a moment. “The same to you.”

      At least he recognized the familiar and polite trading term. I hadn’t used it in so many years that it felt strange coming off my tongue, but it was the polite way for one trader to greet another.

      If nothing else, I would make my parents proud by remembering some of the lessons they had taught me. I might not remember all of them. Knowing the nature of what we might have to do, I didn’t really know whether or not politeness even mattered, but perhaps he would know whether there were other traders who might be helpful.

      “If you aren’t heading toward the east, do you know of anyone who is?” I asked.

      The merchant paused. He looked over toward Erich, his gaze lingering. “There might be a merchant who would make that journey, but certainly not here.”

      “Here as in the city, or here as in this part of the city?” I asked.

      The merchant frowned at me. “This part of the city. You need to look on the northern side.”

      “Thank you.”

      As we headed away, I could feel the merchant’s gaze lingering on us, watching where we were heading. It wasn’t until we rounded a corner that I began to relax. Even then, I felt uneasy about everything.

      “What was that about? Why won’t they trade with us?” Erich asked.

      “It seems as if they’re aware of what’s in the east,” Coldan said.

      “That was my feeling, too.”

      “I’ve never known traders to choose not to trade,” Shae said.

      “If they’re afraid for their wares, they might be unwilling to risk it. I have seen traders who recognize danger and avoid it.” I forced a smile, looking over at Shae. “You did well.”

      “If I did well, then we would have made the trade.”

      “We almost did. It was my fault.”

      “You had to tell him where we needed the wagons to go.”

      “I did, but I could have tried to hook him a little bit better before I did.” I thought about how my mother would have handled the situation. She likely would have purchased something first, giving the merchant a reason to continue trading with us. In my case, I had been too eager, sort of the way that Erich had been too eager to flash his jewels.

      “What now?” Shae asked.

      “Now we keep looking for merchants, but I think I’d like to find a place to sleep tonight. I’d like to find food. And I’d like to know whether there are other merchants that might be heading east.” I looked over at Coldan. “Do you think you can find that for us?”

      “I’m sure I could.”

      “Good. The rest of us are going to relax and get some food. You enjoy skulking through the street.”

      Coldan frowned at me. “Skulking?”

      “I don’t know what you call it when you go searching for information.”

      He looked down at himself, sweeping his hand from his head to his feet. “I find it difficult to skulk anywhere. I can question. As you can imagine, I am quite skilled at questioning.”

      I shook my head, laughing softly. “Do what you need. Once we find a place to stay and food to eat, why not you and Erich go and see what you can find?”

      Coldan frowned at me. I knew that he wondered why I would have him bring Erich, but Erich needed to go with him. I thought Coldan could be a good influence on him, possibly able to negate some of Erich’s natural bad temper.

      “What are you and Shae going to do?” Erich asked.

      I looked over at Shae, locking eyes with her. “We’re going to ask questions of our own.”

      I figured that she complemented my type of questioning far better than Erich did. Erich fit more with the way Coldan would operate. Letting the two of them go, maybe crack a few skulls, questioning, as Coldan would say, they might come up with answers. Shae and I could find a different sort of answer.

      “Where should we look to stay?”

      I pulled out a fistful of the jewels. “We’ve got money. We might as well stay someplace nice.”
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      The wagons moved almost painfully slowly. Hevith sat upon the lead wagon, his gaze sweeping out across the landscape. It was nearly midday, but the gray sky made that difficult to tell. They’d been traveling for the better part of the morning, taking breaks long enough for the people to stretch their legs and to get a drink, but he wanted to push onward.

      Hevith looked over at Alicia. Her dark hair had grown longer, and her face remained thinner than she’d been when they’d first met, but she looked better than she had in quite some time, a bit of a glow to her eyes as she stared out into the distance.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      She turned to him, smiling broadly. “Nothing, really,” she said. “It’s more about having a chance to see everything around us.”

      “You didn’t think that we would?”

      “When I was first captured, I didn’t know what I would find. I didn’t know what would happen to me.”

      “It’s easy to lose hope.”

      “It was, but then…”

      She turned away from Hevith.

      “Then what?”

      “Then you offered forgiveness.” She said it softly, her voice fading away.

      “It wasn’t easy,” he admitted.

      “I doubt that it was.”

      “We all have to find forgiveness.”

      “Even you?”

      Now it was Hevith’s turn to stare at the same spot in the distance. He thought about what they were doing, where they were traveling, and what he needed to do.

      “Even me.”

      “What about with Morad?”

      “I think even Morad needs to have a chance at forgiveness.”

      “Despite what he did?”

      Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He had thought about what Morad had done, considering everything that he had gone through and that at the same time, Morad had helped him come to understand the nature of his power. Were it not for Morad’s teaching, he wasn’t sure that he would have ever learned what he had.

      It was a strange irony to think that.

      “I wonder where he will go,” she said.

      Hevith had considered that, as well. “He probably has gone wherever the rest of the Vicenz are.”

      “I’ve never heard of them before. I don’t know if they are tied to the Hith, or if they are something separate.”

      Hevith nodded. “Something separate, I suspect, though from what we saw, it appears that the Vicenz lead the Hith.” At the least, they directed them. Perhaps that was all they did.

      He needed to get a better understanding as to what that connection was and whether there was something more that he needed to know about it.

      Coldan nodded to him, and Hevith turned away from Alicia. “We can talk about this more later,” he said to her.

      “I don’t know that I want to,” she admitted. “I… I wonder if maybe it’s easier if we don’t talk about it.”

      “I won’t force you to talk about anything that you don’t want to,” he said.

      She smiled at him and he turned away, looking for Coldan, who marched along the side of the wagon. He didn’t want to ride, which Hevith thought was strange, but many of the Firsters had taken to marching alongside.

      “Are you certain we’re heading in the right direction?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith glanced over at the inestar. The device rested on his lap, and he rolled it for a moment. He had spent the better part of the night before focusing on the power that existed within the inestar, trying to come up with anything that might answer the question about which direction he needed to go. Not only did he want to know which direction Mother had gone, but he wanted to know if the inestar would allow him any way of determining where his family might be.

      He might not know how to summon through it with much control, but when he used the elaron upon it, the inestar drew him the same way.

      North. Still north.

      Following the great star Inilahr.

      He’d come to the conclusion that it was possible that the inestar would give him knowledge about where other Jahor might be, but it wouldn’t be specific enough. That was a challenge. Though the inestar might give him information, he didn’t know if it was the kind of information that he could even use.

      That’s why he followed the star now.

      “I feel something within it. That’s all that I can tell you.”

      “What if it’s what she wants you to feel?”

      That was the same thought Hevith had. Traveling by relying upon the power of the inestar meant that he was heading where he felt its summons. Going that way meant he relied upon power he didn’t fully control. It meant he travelled where the device led him, and it was possible the device would lead him astray.

      He tried not to think of that, and he tried not to think that Mother had somehow made it so that the inestar would influence him, but he didn’t really know.

      Hevith cleared his mind, focusing once again on the power within him. He tried to focus on that which connected him to the power of Callah, allowing himself to reach for that energy, to feel it flowing through him. By tapping into that source, he was aware of something greater than him. It was almost something that he could visualize.

      The awareness of that power was within him and he pushed it outward, using it to flow into the inestar.

      As it had each time that he had used it like that, the device began to glow softly. It was nothing like it had been when Mother had controlled it. Her control over the inestar had been far more subtle, as skilled as when Morad had used it. Not that Hevith was surprised. Morad would have been trained by Mother.

      “All I can say is that it seems to be drawing us in this direction.”

      Coldan looked into the distance. A grassy plain rolled in front of them. There wasn’t much of a road, which forced the wagons and their horses to power through the grasses, trampling a path. That wasn’t so bad, but what he worried about was the fact that going in this way, trampling such a path, meant anyone who might follow them would have an easy time of knowing just where they were going.

      “We go where you lead.”

      They traveled a little bit longer in silence. The wagon creaked beneath him, rocking from side to side, and Hevith fell into the familiar sensation. When he was younger, the wagons had often rocked him to sleep. There was something comforting in it. He’d grown up riding in wagons much like this, and they’d traveled at a pace much like this as well. Maybe that was part of the reason that Hevith didn’t push that hard. Moving at a faster pace risked damaging the wagons. He had no interest in losing another wagon, not after they had lost enough on their way here. The loss of the three wagons Mother and the other Hith had destroyed meant that the remaining wagons were even more heavily laden, and they ran the risk of damage from the sheer weight they were burdened with. Bringing them any faster risked disaster.

      It was strange how quickly he returned to the lessons his father had taught him while growing up. Within those lessons were instructions about making sure the others traveled with them safely, lessons on how to ensure everyone was together. He thought about how often his father had stopped, checking the wagons as they traveled. If he had not, and if they lost one of their wagons, it would take days to repair. Many times, they didn’t have that luxury.

      By evening when they stopped again, Hevith crawled off the front of the wagon, sweeping his gaze around. The landscape had flattened, and there were fewer trees than there had been the day before. They were heading generally west, much less on a northerly route than they’d been taking. The change in the number of pine trees seemed surprising.

      “Why here?” Graychen asked, striding up to him. The other man had allowed Coldan to remain with Hevith, though Hevith suspected that it was mostly for Coldan to keep an eye on him.

      “We need to rest.”

      “There’s no stream here.”

      Hevith looked around. “I don’t know that we’re going to find a stream before we need to stop for the evening.”

      “We’ll be dipping into our stores, then.”

      Hevith nodded. It was good they’d filled the barrels when they had. “We might have to use our stores to eat, as well.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Have you seen much wildlife out here?”

      Graychen frowned. “There has to be something.”

      “I’m sure there is, but hunting for it out here seems to be difficult. I don’t know what luck we might have, but with the thickness of the grasses, anything that we might find will be a challenge.” He looked around. The tall grasses were nearly up to his shoulder. With that height, anything could sneak up on them easily. “We need to trample down the grasses where we stop. Make a ring of the wagons, but I need your soldiers to tramp down the grasses for about fifty yards out.”

      “That will leave a marker of our passing.”

      “I’m more concerned about having the Hith sneak up on us.”

      Graychen nodded.

      He took off, and Hevith motioned for the wagons to form up into a circle. They did that for their own protection, but it also allowed them to create a way to visit more easily at night. There were some who preferred to sleep out in the open, and they did so in the ring of the wagons. There were others who preferred the cover and shelter of the wagons. Given that there wasn’t enough space for everyone to remain sheltered, having a place where they could all be at least relatively safe was beneficial.

      When the wagons had settled, Hevith helped trample the grasses as much as he could. He needn’t have worried about it. The others all made quick work of it, and they soon had a small fire burning within a dug-out pit.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you’re still troubled?” Coldan asked, standing near his shoulder.

      “I’m just trying to make sure that I’m not overlooking anything.”

      “What could you be overlooking?”

      “If I knew that, then it wouldn’t be overlooked.” He smiled, but Coldan didn’t return the smile. “I’m going to see if I can’t learn anything from the inestar.” He took a seat on the lead wagon, looking up at the sky. He held the device in his hand, rolling it from side to side. It had been in his pocket for most of the day.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the elaron, trying to find something within him that would help him reach for the power. He thought about the lessons Mother had taught, the lessons he’d learned from Morad, and couldn’t help but feel as if those lessons were tainted by the person providing them. Both of them had attempted to manipulate the Jahor. Both of them intended to use the Jahor.

      What if they hadn’t taught him everything he needed to fully utilize his power?

      They would have had an incentive not to share with him anything that might harm them.

      Strangely, what he’d learned from them still was effective. Because of their lessons, Hevith knew enough to reach for the power he intended, and he was able to draw upon enough energy that he could let it wash out from him, into the inestar. From there, he created a summons designed to push power outward.

      As had happened the night before, the inestar sent power outward, filling him with an awareness. Releasing his hold on that power, Hevith turned toward what he detected. There had to be something out there.

      Mother must want him to know she was there. It might be a trap, but he didn’t know.

      The inestar had answers. He was certain of that. He’d worked with the device a few times, and could feel the power from it.

      Alicia joined him. “You continue to struggle with it.”

      “I do,” he said, staring at the inestar.

      “Why?”

      “I feel like it has answers for me, only I don’t know how to find them.”

      “What sort of answers are you looking for?”

      “I suppose answers as to why Mel wanted me to have it.”

      “Didn’t you say she intended for you to be the Movras?”

      Hevith smiled, shaking his head. “She might have intended that, but I think that I should have had more instruction if that was what she really wanted for me.”

      “You referred to yourself as something else.”

      Hevith nodded. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. Why did you call yourself… I don’t even remember what you called yourself.”

      He chuckled. “It was an insult Morad thought to use on me. I guess I thought it better to embrace it.”

      “So now you’re the Volatar and not the Movras.”

      Hevith just grunted. “I don’t know really what I am.”

      He rolled the inestar in his hands, studying it. If he could find the power within him to master it, he might be better equipped for whatever they would encounter. Whether that was finding Mother, or something more, he didn’t really know.

      She looked down at her hands before looking up at him, firelight dancing in her eyes. There was a hardness to them, though it wasn’t the same hardness she’d had before. Now, there was something almost delicate about her. “I have faith that you’ll find the answers.”

      “I hope I can find the same faith,” he said, smiling.

      “You just have to remember what it did before.”

      “That’s just it. I remember what it did before. I just don’t remember how to re-create that.”

      “You put the elaron into it.”

      He smiled again. “I did.”

      He stared at it, focusing on reaching the elaron, trying to get the inestar to vibrate the way that it had when he had used it before, but failing. For him to find other Jahor the way he intended, he would have to master the inestar. He would have to do more than just that. He would have to master his control over the elaron.

      Alicia patted him on the arm, standing. “I will leave you to it.”

      Hevith sat for a little while, staring at the inestar, struggling with it as he tried to understand the purpose behind the device. He tested his connection to elaron, was able to reach it, and tried to push that power into the device, but doing more than that was a level of control that he did not quite have.

      Rather than continuing to struggle with the inestar, Hevith decided on a different strategy. He could use the power within him and try to master it. If he better understood the nature of the power he possessed, then he might be better equipped for anything else he might encounter.

      It seemed to be a better use of his time anyway. By drawing upon that, trying to understand what was out there, he might be able to learn more about his power.

      Most of the time when he had been trying to use that power, he’d done so under duress, struggling to use it when needed. Given the nature of their travels, he didn’t have the same urgency now. Emptying his mind and focusing on the power that he was able to detect, he continued to struggle to reach anything more.

      “Do you intend to sit apart from the caravan?”

      Hevith opened his eyes and looked down to see Karn outside the circle of the wagons. The old soldier had been quiet and had remained apart for much of their travels. Hevith had to keep working with him to bridge the desire for isolation he sensed within the other man. He’d had that desire ever since he’d been imprisoned.

      Hevith crawled down from the wagon and joined Karn. He looked out at the ring of trampled grasses the Firsters had formed. “I’m trying to test my connection to the elaron.”

      “You lost your instructor.”

      “I don’t think she ever really intended to instruct me.”

      “You were counting on her being reliable?”

      “Not so much counting on it, but hoping she might reveal something while working with me.”

      “Anyone who serves the Hith is unlikely to do anything to help the Jahor. I’ve seen it far too often to believe that they would do so.”

      “I don’t know that she was Hith. She was something else. Vicenz.”

      Karn shrugged. “Still the same. They serve the chaos of war. I’ve had enough of that.”

      “What was your experience fighting like?”

      “Not like theirs,” he said, nodding toward the Firsters.

      “You sound as if you resent them.”

      “I was never as talented as them.”

      “That’s not a denial.”

      “You want me to tell you that I always wished I had more power and was able to do some of the things they can do? Do you want me to say I hated that the Order received all the glory for fighting when others of us were the ones who were risking our lives more than them? Do you want me to say that it’s because of people like them that I was captured?”

      Hevith tensed. He hadn’t heard any of that from him before, though truth be told, he hadn’t asked the other man about his experience, either. He’d known that Karn had been taken captive, but in the time he’d known the other man, he hadn’t been able to find out anything about what had happened to him to get to that point. Perhaps that was a mistake. Given everything that they had been through together, Hevith should have taken more time to get to know him.

      “What happened to you?” Hevith asked.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I think it does. With everything you went through, you resent both the Firsters along with the Hith.” Hevith glanced toward the nearest of the Firsters and realized Karn watched them as well.

      “You don’t have to worry that I’m going to do anything to harm your precious Firsters.”

      “I’m not worried that you’re going to do anything to them. I do want to know if there’s anything that we can do to help you.”

      “Anything that could have helped me has already been done,” Karn said.

      “What do you need?”

      “What I need is something that is no longer possible, Hevith. And what I need doesn’t matter. Not anymore. If it’s your intention to do everything you can to protect the Jahor, make sure you’re relying upon the right people.”

      “You don’t think the Firsters are the right people.”

      “All I can tell you is my experience with them. They failed us.”

      “They’ve been working to try to protect us.”

      “The only thing they’re working to do is to make sure that no one else knows what they did. I know what happened. I know what they did. And I know what they didn’t do.”

      “What didn’t they do?”

      “They didn’t protect those they were sworn to protect.”

      Hevith looked over at him, studying him for a long moment. There was so much more the other man wasn’t saying, and so much more it seemed Hevith needed to get from him, but he didn’t know if there was anything he could learn from him. Karn had been quiet about his experience, but not quiet with his anger.

      “What happened to you?”

      Karn shook his head. “It wasn’t what happened to me. I wasn’t unique in any of this. I know that. It’s what happened to the others. Ask your commander about it. See what he will admit. I’d venture to guess he’s not willing to reveal much of anything.”

      “About what?”

      “About his experience in the north.”

      North?

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. “The fighting wasn’t in the north.”

      “Wasn’t it? It wasn’t supposed to be, but unfortunately, there are many things that happen within war that aren’t supposed to happen.”

      “What about you? Why did you give up?”

      He might be pushing too hard.

      “Because it became obvious anything I might do was useless. Eventually, you might find the same.”

      Karn headed away, leaving Hevith staring after him. There wasn’t anything he could say to the man. There wasn’t anything he thought would make any difference. The only thing he could do was to continue watching.

      He stared into the distance, looking at the grass rolling in front of them. There was more to Karn and Graychen than he had believed.

      If they were going to continue traveling together, Hevith was going to have to try to better understand what had taken place, why Karn was upset with Graychen, and if there was anything that he might be able to do to calm things, at least for Karn. For Graychen, he doubted he even remembered. He didn’t strike Hevith as someone who had that much in the way of insight as to his actions. In that way, he was a soldier. He was the kind of man that Hevith’s father would’ve hired to protect the wagons. It was the kind of thing that Hevith thought the wagons needed now. With someone like Graychen providing that protection, they were safer. He could not deny that.

      Hevith stared into the distance for a long while before finally getting up and moving away. He had to get a better sense for what to do next.

      As he squeezed between a pair of wagons, a strange sense came to him.

      It took him a moment to realize what he detected. It was something from the inestar.

      Why should he be detecting something from it now?

      Unless there were Jahor nearby.

      Hevith looked up, craning his neck so that he could see between wagons, then he scrambled atop the nearest wagon, standing as he surveyed the landscape. The grasses made it difficult to see much of anything.

      There wasn’t a sense of movement. As Hevith stood atop the nearest of the wagons, looking into the darkness, there wasn’t anything there that would tell him what he’d detected from the inestar.

      Why would the device be giving him that sense, then?

      Hevith held the device out. If only there was some way to know what Mother had done with it when she’d used it. Better still, if only he was able to know the way that she’d used power. Perhaps then he might be able to draw the same sort of power through it.

      There wasn’t anything out there. No sense of what seemed to draw through the inestar, though that didn’t change that he felt certain there was something out there.

      Climbing back down from the wagon, he found Coldan watching him.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      “I don’t know. The device seems like there’s something within it drawing me.”

      “Has it ever done that before?”

      Hevith looked down at it. It wasn’t as if the inestar glowed the way that it did when power flowed from it. This was something else, though he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. “I haven’t been around it that often to know.”

      Coldan grunted. “Too bad she ran off.”

      “I don’t think it’s drawing on me because of her.”

      “Still would be easier if you were able to know what you were feeling.”

      Coldan strode forward, his sword partially unsheathed and the visible section of the blade glowing softly. There was something about his gait that seemed different. When he reached the edge of the trampled section of grass, he unsheathed fully and began to sweep his blade along the grasses, hacking it down. He worked with a methodical precision, carving the grasses down, leaving Hevith wondering why until he realized that Coldan worked to expand the perimeter around the wagons.

      If they ran into any sort of trouble, he didn’t know whether it would even matter. The wagons wouldn’t move that quickly. The Firsters would have to defend the wagons. He would have to defend the wagons.

      Which meant he would have to get a better handle on his ability with the power of Callah. It was time for him to stop using the excuse that he didn’t know enough. That might be true, but the people with him needed him to have enough knowledge to offer whatever protection that he could.

      For now, that might mean the inestar, but more likely that meant the staff. With that, he would be able to draw power away from an attacker, Hith or otherwise.

      Hevith grabbed for the staff strapped to the side of the wagon and gripped it. When he put the inestar back into his pocket, there remained a sense of power, only it came through the staff instead. Some power lingered from when they’d faced the Hith.

      That was what he needed to use.

      Hevith headed away from the wagons, joining Coldan.

      The Firster had expanded the perimeter around the wagons, working quickly. Hevith didn’t focus on what he was doing. Instead, he paid more attention to the staff. The energy within it. The power that existed through it—and through him.

      Closing his eyes, Hevith could feel the nature of the staff, and could feel the way the power rolled through it. There was something unusual about it. It drew from him, from others around him, and even from somewhere away from the camp.

      He started forward.

      Coldan called after him when he reached the edge of the grasses, but Hevith couldn’t answer or he’d risk losing his connection to the staff and what he detected through it. By holding onto it as he did, he could feel the power from it, and he could feel the energy that existed within it and outside of it.

      More and more, he was certain there was something out there.

      Despite what he’d said to Coldan, it was possible it was Mother.

      She would pull on the staff in this way, he was certain. She might not trigger the inestar that way, though if she’d come across others of the Jahor, then she might have.

      The pressure on the staff increased.

      Hevith held tightly to the staff. Whatever was pulling on him was near enough that he could feel it calling to him.

      He moved quickly, not quite running, but not taking his time to squeeze through the grasses as he knew he should. It was dangerous out here on his own, especially if there was something else out here with him. There was movement behind him, and he was vaguely aware of Coldan tracking him through the grasses.

      He reached a slight rise. Hevith had seen it from atop the wagons, and he hurried forward, focusing only on the sense through the staff.

      Starting forward again, Coldan grabbed him.

      “What are you doing?”

      Hevith could feel the pressure on the staff. Whatever he detected was near. “There’s something here. I don’t know what it is, only that I can feel it through the staff.”

      “If you can feel it through the staff, then you should be more concerned, Hevith. Think about what else you’ve felt through the staff.”

      “This isn’t Hith.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      He wasn’t, but he didn’t want to tell Coldan he wasn’t. He didn’t want Coldan to know he risked himself, running out like this without really knowing what he might encounter.

      “It’s not Hith. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not Hith.”

      Coldan released his wrist. “We should get others to come with us.” He glanced behind him. “If this is some sort of threat to the wagons, then we need to be careful.”

      “If it’s not? She was trying to summon Jahor.”

      Coldan frowned. “That’s what this is about?”

      “It’s possible there are Jahor here.”

      Coldan nodded. “That’s possible, but why here? Have you considered that?”

      “We’re here.”

      “We’re here because of you, Hevith.”

      The sense from the staff persisted. Hevith wasn’t able to shake it. Whatever else they decided to do, they needed to figure out what it was that he had detected.

      “Come with me. There’s something here.”

      Coldan glanced behind him. “If we do this, we get separated from the wagons.”

      “We’re not going to be here for long.”

      “The way we weren’t going to run after Mother for long? We were gone nearly two days.”

      Hevith offered a half smile. “That was different.”

      “How was that different?”

      “We had to keep going. We couldn’t let her have the inestar.”

      “Who has it now?”

      Hevith frowned.

      “That’s the question, isn’t it? What happens if something happens to you? Who has the inestar now?”

      “I do.”

      “If there is something out here that’s a threat, and they subdue you, then what happens to it?”

      Hevith squeezed his hand around the staff, gripping it tightly. Coldan made sense.

      He was the wagon master now. He led these people.

      That meant there were certain things that he could do and certain things that he couldn’t. In this case, he couldn’t expose the inestar to the possibility that someone might capture it again. It was his responsibility to protect it.

      “Let’s go back.”

      “Are you sure? You seemed determined to find what else was out there.”

      Hevith closed his eyes, using the sense of power that he was able to detect. There was the steady draw on the staff, but did it seem as close as it had before?

      He didn’t think so.

      The sense was more distant. The pulling of power upon him more distant.

      If it was moving away, chasing it would only pull him farther away.

      Maybe it was Mother.

      That was even more reason to have the protection of the wagons. More reason not to pursue without knowing whether there was enough protection.

      “I’m sure. I don’t even know what it was that I detected.”

      Coldan watched him, the sword in his hand glowing softly.

      Neither said anything as they hurried back toward the wagons. Hevith couldn’t shake the feeling that he had missed out on an opportunity to find Mother. To stop her. If it wasn’t her, then he didn’t know who—or what—else was out there.

      Every so often, he would look back, his gaze drifting along the trampled grasses though he wasn’t able to make anything out. Coldan followed the direction of his gaze, saying nothing, but the glowing of his sword intensified, however briefly. When it did, the feeling along the staff would surge along with it, leaving Hevith feeling the distant pressure that he’d detected more acutely, but then it would fade, and he would be left with nothing.
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      The wagons rolled steadily through the grasses, creaking as they went and creating their own path. The horses didn’t seem to mind the tall grasses, though they were able to see above them. Hevith sat on the lead wagon, holding the staff between his knees, focusing.

      Since Coldan had convinced him to return, he hadn’t detected the pressure on the staff the same way. He had tried. In the day since they’d come back to the wagons, he’d taken to focusing more on the sense through the staff than on that through the inestar, and hadn’t been able to feel anything. The inestar had been silent as well.

      There had to have been something out there. Hevith believed there was a power he’d detected. Though he might not know why he’d detected something out there, he had little doubt there was something.

      “You look irritable.”

      Hevith smiled at Alicia. “Finding nothing leaves me irritable.”

      The gray sky fit his mood. The sun hadn’t shown in the last few days, and there was the scent of rain in the air, though thankfully it hadn’t actually rained. Without having any way to keep everyone covered, Hevith didn’t want inclement weather. Many were still weakened from their time in the prison, though they had gotten stronger. The wagons carried more food and water than most were able to get while imprisoned.

      “What is it that you expect to find?”

      Hevith looked all around, focusing on the people. “We have so many Jahor with us,” he admitted. “I’m looking for safety, but…”

      “You’re looking for something more than safety,” she said.

      Hevith nodded. “I think we have to find it.”

      “What exactly do you think we will find?”

      “I don’t know. I feel as if I’m conflicted. I need to help the Jahor, find the others, provide them a sanctuary if possible, but at the same time I also feel as if those that are with us need to be protected.”

      “Which is why you continue to study that device.”

      “Which is why.”

      “If there’s something out here, we will find it.”

      Hevith didn’t really know.

      “Have you been keeping busy?”

      “Surprisingly, I have,” Alicia said. “I’ve begun to work with some of the other women who have been teaching me how to be a seamstress.” She smiled. “It’s not exactly the way that I expected to spend my time, but I want to be useful.”

      “Everybody wants to be useful,” Hevith said.

      “They do, and most are. At least, as much as they can be. We all have to find a place. You might not see it, but everybody is trying to prove that they can be of value in some way.”

      Hevith looked over at her, smiling slightly. “Why do they have to prove it?”

      “They feel as if they need to show you what they are doing.”

      “No one needs to prove anything to me.”

      “Considering the safety that you bought them, everyone feels that they do. There is value in it, Hevith.”

      He thought about Karn and how he struggled with knowing his place and whether there would be anything for him, and he realized that she was right. “Will you let me know if there are others who are struggling?”

      “We have hundreds with us,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “You want me to try to see if everyone has a role?”

      That wasn’t exactly what he had in mind, at least at first, but who else could do it?

      “I think that would be great.”

      “I won’t have much time to study sewing with some of the other women.”

      “If that disappoints you—"

      “It isn’t so much of a disappointment.” She smiled. “I will see what I can offer. Somebody needs to get the wagons organized, anyway. And when we find a place to stop and stay…”

      Eventually, they would have to find a place to stay.

      Alicia scrambled down, leaving Hevith staring at the inestar.

      A thumping sound caught his attention and he looked back to see Graychen climbing atop the wagon. His wrinkled brow was furrowed into a tight line and he stared into the distance.

      “Where are you guiding us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I thought we were chasing after her.”

      Hevith nodded. “Not her. I can’t detect anything from her. Jahor.”

      “There are rumblings through the wagons that we’re heading nowhere. My men have heard them, and I thought you should know.”

      “There are rumblings?” Hevith looked over, frowning. “None of us know where we’re heading.”

      “They think you should know.”

      “Then they’re mistaken.” He fell silent before reaching for the inestar and pulling it out. “When we were in Yarshin, I thought having this would enable me to be able to reach for other Jahor. After what Mother said, the way she explained our people have been scattered, I thought we could use it to find a way to gather us together again.”

      “That’s the purpose of the device.”

      “At least, that’s what we’ve been told.”

      Graychen stiffened. “We protected the inestar because we knew it was dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      “Who sent it with you?”

      Hevith had heard the story before and he understood that the Firsters—the Jahor soldiers—had been instructed to get the inestar to Mel.

      “The Jahor have always been fragmented.”

      “Not always.”

      Graychen dipped his head in a slight nod. “Not always. As long as I’ve known, the Jahor have been fragmented. There hasn’t be any real central leadership. Nothing that would keep us bound together. Pockets, like the Movras in Yarshin. There was another Movras in Teascol. Others in some of the southern cities. Vor. Barthen. Jinreal.” He shrugged. “I don’t even know if they have a way of speaking to each other. There was a time when our people lived in all of those places, but then we were chased out.”

      If they’d had some way of speaking together, the Jahor could have been more organized. Instead, they were as Graychen said. Fragmented.

      “What about the soldiers?”

      “That has more organization, but only a little. We recruit where we can, and there are places more untouched than others. Still, our numbers have dwindled. The Hith have been too much. It won’t be long before they overwhelm us completely.”

      There was a resignation in his voice that surprised Hevith. Graychen was supposed to be the one who led the other Firsters and guided the Jahor soldiers, but it seemed as if he didn’t know or believe that they would even succeed.

      “Why fight if you don’t think it’s going to work?”

      “Why did you fight in the prison?”

      “Because I didn’t want to live like that.”

      Graychen nodded slowly, still staring out into the distance. “From what you’ve told me, you never knew you were Jahor.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Those of us who do had a different experience. In some places where there are Jahor, we’ve been treated as lesser than others. Those with skills aren’t paid what they should be. Those who want to gain skill aren’t offered the opportunity.” He shook his head.

      “That was your experience?”

      Graychen turned so he could look down from the wagon. Three of the Firsters surrounded the wagons as they provided an escort. “That wasn’t just my experience. It was the experience all Jahor had in my homeland.”

      “Where was that?”

      “Far from here.”

      They rode for a little while longer, and Hevith thought the other man might get up, but he remained seated.

      “Mel wanted me to bring the Jahor back together,” Hevith said.

      Graychen nodded. “Do you think you can?”

      “I have to know where to find them first. We’ve been heading north, but that’s mostly because I want to get those who travel with us to safety. There’s something there…” He twisted so he could look at the wagons. Dozens of their people remained uncovered, sitting out in the open on the wagons. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. Most of these people aren’t fighters. They’re here because they don’t have anyplace else to go.”

      They could have left them in Yarshin. With the attack on the city over, there was the possibility that they would have been safe there. Some of the Firsters, and even some of those who had fought alongside Mother, might have been able to offer a level of protection to them.

      Instead they’d come with Hevith. Whatever they encountered on the road placed them in danger. Hevith didn’t know if he’d be able to protect them all, which was why he wanted to get them to a place of safety.

      “What if there’s nothing in the north? I don’t know what you know—and I get the feeling you’re keeping it that way for a reason, so don’t deny it—but what if whatever you’re after isn’t there?”

      Hevith sighed. Could his father have shared nothing more than a story with him? He didn’t think so, but what did he really know? He didn’t have a chance to ask his father any longer.

      “I don’t know where else to go.” He looked over at Graychen. “The south isn’t safe. We need a place for the Jahor to rebuild. Someplace where we can use the inestar and summon the rest.” Then they would decide what to do next.

      The wagons hit a small rut and he lurched forward, catching the staff. The energy in it rebounded against his hand, reminding him of what he’d been after.

      The whole point of this was about going to where his father had claimed they’d find safety. Mother had distracted them from that.

      They needed to find a place of safety—and he needed to help the Jahor.

      That was what Mel had asked of him. Hevith had told her that he would do it, and now that he was out here, traveling with the wagons and with the other Jahor, he realized what he had promised wouldn’t be enough. It wasn’t going to be enough to just bring these people to safety. It wasn’t going to be enough to keep traveling north. Whereas he had thought that he would use the inestar to summon other Jahor, even that might not be the right thing.

      What they needed was to go after the Jahor.

      He thought about Karn and what he’d experienced. He resented the Jahor soldiers for not having done enough. He blamed Graychen, though Hevith didn’t know if Graychen was actually responsible or whether there were others who really should be blamed. If Karn felt that way, there might be others.

      He shifted in his seat. “How did you find soldiers?”

      “Why?”

      “The Jahor are fragmented. How were you able to find soldiers despite that fragmentation?”

      The other man shook his head. “Not easily. The Jahor are easy enough to identify in each of the cities we visited. All it takes is to find the Movras, or whoever is similar to that person. We used them to guide us toward others who might be interested in serving.”

      “Why still fight?”

      “We didn’t fight. Not like it once had been.”

      “What had it been like?”

      Mel hadn’t been able to give him enough information about what the Jahor had once dealt with, though he suspected it was more than he understood. Within Yarshin, the Jahor had hidden. Though they might have abilities, none of them were ever taught to use them.

      Why, though?

      Could it be because of what they had experienced with the Hith, or was there some other reason behind it? The Hith hadn’t been openly operating in Yarshin when Hevith had first gone there, though there would have been some influence. He thought about the soldiers and the kinds of attacks they had made on the others within the city. That would have been more than they would have been able to withstand.

      “Mostly about finding and fighting the Hith,” Graychen said softly. “Even in that, we weren’t as effective as we once had been.”

      “Why just go after the Hith? When there are Jahor in cities who need help, why not go to them to see what you could do?” Hevith wondered how many other places would be like Yarshin, places where the people needed to be rescued but where there wasn’t anyone who was willing to help.

      “We don’t have the numbers. Think about what we experienced. We were nearly overpowered in Yarshin.”

      “There were others willing to fight. I suspect you’ll find the same thing in other places. People who’d be willing to fight. People who have no choice but to fight.”

      “Is that what you would have us do?”

      Hevith inhaled deeply. “I don’t know what I would have us do. First get these people to some sense of safety, and then from there…” He looked over at Graychen. “How many of your people would come and fight?”

      “My people are tired of fighting. Most are young, but they’ve lived hard lives. They’ve suffered. With everything that they’ve encountered, they struggle to know their place.”

      Which meant they wanted to be safe. Left alone.

      Hevith didn’t think he could blame them.

      He’d known a life of travel. That was all he’d ever experienced while growing up. Living in the wagons, traveling from place to place, had been as much home to him as anything. There was something comforting about it. Maybe it was the prospect of finding something new. Perhaps it was the idea that if one city didn’t fit or the people were unkind, they could move on to another. Perhaps it was nothing more than the changing of the scenery that called to him. Whatever it was, though Hevith had always wondered what it might be like to have a stable home, his home had been the road. The wagon. The people he’d traveled with.

      Those were the people he wanted to find most of all.

      “Mother knows what happened to my people,” he said.

      “That’s what she wants you to believe. Anyone who would go through the lengths that she did to gain trust is someone who needs to be feared. I think about everything that she wanted you to believe about her. Everything she used to get you to open up.” He hesitated, looking at Hevith. “When she learned you had potential, did she do anything to you?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t even know when she became aware of what I could do. Maybe after we escaped. That was when she had Morad begin to work with me. Before then, she didn’t. She knew about my family and she knew about…”

      Vard.

      Why hadn’t he pieced it together before?

      Hevith had thought the Hith had brought Vard into the camp, mostly by chance, but Vard was outside the typical age of the prisoners. The others had all been younger. Soldiers or those who were obviously Jahor. They had wanted to use the prison to try to reach for their power, but also so they could find the inestar.

      Vard would have been different.

      He—and Alicia, he realized—had come to the prison after he’d been working with Mother. It had been when he’d started to think about escape.

      Could Mother have used Vard to control him?

      That wouldn’t be surprising, but if that were the case, it suggested that not only had she been paying attention to Hevith and the people he’d missed, but she’d also known how to find Vard.

      That part troubled him the most.

      What if she could find his family?

      Hevith would have to find her.

      They might be gone. He’d come to terms with that, and he knew that regardless of whatever else she might have done, the Hith might have killed his family. He’d gotten to the point where he expected that to be their fate. Having the hope that they might still live was a blessing—and a curse. It distracted him.

      Which was the entire purpose.

      That was what Mother wanted of him.

      She wanted him thinking of anything other than what he needed to be doing. She wanted him to be focused on the search for them—and not for her.

      Why, though?

      She would have to know that he would want to find his family, and that by giving him the message that she knew how to find them, he would want to come after her.

      “What did she know about?” Graychen asked.

      “She knew about the friend of mine who ended up in the prison. The friend she wasn’t able to save.” That had to have been intentional, too.

      “She’s after something and I suspect it’s more than just the inestar.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      “Going after her—”

      “Isn’t what we need to be doing.”

      Graychen nodded, seeming relieved. “That’s good. I was afraid you were going to have us chase after her.”

      “Not all of us. Me.”

      “Why just you?”

      Hevith shook his head as he focused into the distance. The grasslands started to shift, and in enough time, he thought they might finally reach the end of them. From there, he didn’t know what they might find. Another city, a road, or some other sign of people.

      “Maybe it won’t just be me, but I don’t think all of us can go. We’ll find a place for the others to be safe, then I’m going to find Mother and figure out what she knows about my family.”

      “What if it’s nothing but a ruse to get to you?”

      Hevith looked over at him. “Then that’s all there is. It doesn’t change my need to get to her. If she’s trying to use me in some way, I’d rather go on the offensive rather than sitting back and waiting for what she might do.” Waiting felt too much like what the people of Yarshin had done when it came to dealing with the Hith. They had sat back and waited, letting the Hith take hold in their city. Hevith wasn’t willing to do that.

      “It’s going to be dangerous,” Graychen said.

      “Probably.”

      “What makes you think this is something you need to do?”

      Hevith reached into his pocket and pulled out the inestar. “I have this. If I use it the right way, I should be able to detect other Jahor. I should be able to call to them.” Hevith focused on the inestar, thinking about the power that existed within it. The device had to have some power of its own, not only what Hevith was able to push into it. “Mel had wanted to protect the Jahor, but I think we need to do something more than that. I think we need to gather as many of our people together as we can.”

      “Why? That only gives the Hith a chance to attack us.”

      “Not to attack us. Getting our people together gives us a chance to fight back.”

      “You don’t even know how to use your power.”

      “That’s the other reason I need to find Mother. She might not want to share with me what she knows about the nature of how to connect to the elaron, but she will. When she does, we can teach others.” Hevith looked along the length of the wagons. “There are more than just me who have the ability to reach the power of Callah. I might be able to do it, but so can others.”

      First, he had to learn. Then he would find others. They would teach.

      If they were successful, they might learn enough that they would finally be able to stop the Hith. Maybe even push them back.

      It meant fighting. It meant war.

      It meant that Hevith was going to have to do—and be—something more than what he was already.

      Graychen watched him but said nothing.

      The wagons lumbered onward, finally reaching the edge of the grasslands. The transition was subtle at first. The grasses, tall and sweeping almost over the horses’ heads, gradually became shorter before finally they transitioned to a rolling meadow. Dense pockets of trees dotted the landscape. A path appeared in the distance and Hevith guided them toward it. He had no idea what they might find on it, but at this point, they were looking for anything that might give them a sense of what there might be out there.

      Reaching a small stream, they paused. It was late in the day, the thick blanket of gray clouds parting a little, giving glimpses of the sun. Nothing more than the promise of blue skies and flashes of warmth. Hevith climbed down from the wagon to stretch his legs and paused at the stream to drink. Others used the break to fill barrels while some of the Firsters roamed off, heading toward the trees to hunt.

      “Should we stop here for the night?” Doman asked.

      He was quite a bit older than Hevith, and hadn’t suffered nearly as much as some of the prisoners had, still managing something of a paunch. Not many of them could claim the same.

      Hevith nodded. “It’s probably for the best that we do. We can rest, refill the barrels, let the hunters see what they might be able to catch…”

      There came a strange feeling from deep within him. It was a nauseating feeling, a surge of power that struck him.

      For a moment, Hevith didn’t know what he detected.

      The elaron.

      It was out there somewhere.

      Hevith tried focusing on the power of Callah to use through the inestar. Even as he did, there wasn’t anything within it that he was able to draw upon. That sense was there, but he didn’t know enough about what he could feel to know why it would be out there.

      Closing his eyes, he continued to focus. Whatever he detected was strong enough that he could feel it even without the inestar. That meant that it was either incredibly powerful or else it was close.

      Either way, he had to know.

      “Get the wagons arranged and prepared,” he said to Doman, already trying to work through what they might find. If there was that kind of power, it left him with several possibilities. It might be Mother. Having been around her, he knew she didn’t have her own power but borrowed it from others. She might have found a source she could borrow from. Another possibility was that there were Jahor nearby.

      With the kind of power that he detected, he doubted they would be in danger. This was the kind of power that suggested that someone had control over their ability.

      That idea left him eager.

      He might not need Mother.

      He might find someone else who could teach him.

      Hevith focused on the source of the elaron. There was that feeling of something out there, though  he didn’t have any clear idea as to what it was. He didn’t think it was Mother and didn’t think that she would have been able to trigger that sense within him.

      He turned, looking through the campsite for Coldan. He didn’t think the other man had gone off with the hunters, though he had in the past done so. He found himself looking through the Firsters, his gaze slipping from one to the other until he came across him.

      Hevith hurried over to him. “I need you to come with me.”

      “You need me to come with you why?”

      “Because of something I detected.”

      Coldan frowned, eyeing him carefully. “Is this something like before?”

      “No.”

      Coldan glanced toward the lead wagon, where the staff remained lashed to the side. “What is it?”

      “Elaron. I’m not entirely sure about it, but I detect something out there.”

      Coldan shook his head. “You would need more than just me.”

      “We need to go and investigate. That’s all. We can move more quickly, and we can avoid detection.”

      “You don’t intend to engage if you find something?”

      Hevith shook his head. Until he knew what it was, he wasn’t willing to engage.

      “Just the two of us. The others are getting the camp arranged, and the hunters are out trying to find game for our stores.”

      Coldan took a deep breath as he watched Hevith. There was something in his gaze that seemed to study him, but it was more than just the way he studied him. There was something also in the power that the other man exuded. Hevith hadn’t noticed it quite so clearly before, but standing next to Coldan, he recognized how it seemed to flow up within him.

      “You’re changing,” Hevith said.

      “I know.”

      “You do?”

      Coldan nodded. “Ever since you healed me. Something has been different. I don’t really know what it is other than I feel stronger.”

      “That should be a good thing.”

      “You would think so, but not knowing what is taking place, not knowing the source of it leaves me a little bit troubled. It should leave you troubled as well.”

      “I thought we’d want you to be stronger.”

      “Stronger, but this is something else.”

      Hevith waited for him to explain, but Coldan didn’t.

      “You’re larger, too.”

      “Am I?”

      Hevith nodded. “I wasn’t sure at first. It’s like you’re swelling with elaron.”

      Coldan grunted. “I don’t know what to say to that. Maybe I’ll end up twice as large as you.”

      Hevith started to chuckle, but cut off as he realized he didn’t know what would change for Coldan. As far as he could tell, he continued to change.

      “If we are going to do this, then let’s go.”

      Hevith debated saying something else to him, wanting to comment on how Coldan at least still lived, but decided against it.

      Instead, they started away from the line of wagons. Hevith seized upon the pulse of energy he was able to detect and tracked that sense. He followed in the direction of it and let it guide him.

      In the distance, he noticed something changing. There was some aspect of the landscape that was darker than what he had expected. Not trees. The various copses of trees and forests that they encountered appeared different than this.

      “Do you see that?”

      Coldan nodded slowly. His hand went to the hilt of his sword and he unsheathed.

      “What are you worried about?”

      “That’s a village,” Coldan said.

      “If it’s a village, then we shouldn’t head toward it and attack.”

      “We should if it’s on fire.”

      Hevith stared at him for a moment before turning and shifting his attention toward the village in the distance. He could barely make it out, but there was something about it he recognized. Smoke. That was the darkness he’d been seeing. It swirled around the village, though it did so in a way that almost seemed to make it invisible.

      If a village was smoking and burning, and if Mother had come through here, then…

      Hevith’s breath caught and he turned back toward the direction of the wagons before starting off running.

      Coldan ran with him. “What is it?”

      “We need to make sure the wagons are safe.”

      Mother wouldn’t attack while he was gone again, would she?

      He knew the answer already.

      And that made him run even faster.
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      The Prowling Wolf was situated toward the center of the city, and the sign on the tavern gave it something of a formal appearance. It was the kind of place I never would’ve stayed when I was younger. Even while serving as the Volatar, I wouldn’t really have stayed in a place like that. The Jahor simply never had much money.

      I pushed open the door, glancing inside. It was a tavern along with an inn, and the tables were occupied. I hesitated at the door, looking for an open seat.

      I’d been in enough taverns over the years to know that the best way to find information was to sit and listen. There was one table remaining. It was small and pressed up into the corner, but it would give us an opportunity to listen.

      “I think this will work,” I said to Coldan.

      He poked his head through the door, looking around before leaning out and giving me a strange look. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure enough. The man you questioned on the way here made it clear this was a nice tavern. Look at it.”

      “I never know when I question whether they will tell the truth.”

      “We won’t be long, and we’ll be able to sit there until we get a sense of what’s taking place within the city.”

      Coldan swept his gaze around, and for a moment, the voices within the tavern began to fall quiet. I wondered if he had any sense he had that effect over the tavern. Knowing Coldan, he wouldn’t believe he was responsible.

      “It looks safe enough,” he said. “If this is what you’re looking for.”

      “I’m glad it has your approval.”

      He frowned at me. “You may think I’m overreacting, but I’ve kept you alive this long, haven’t I?”

      “I might’ve had something to do with that.”

      “Not as much as you want to believe.” He turned and patted Erich on the shoulder. “Come on. It’s time for the two of us to go. The Volatar believes he doesn’t need us.” He grinned at me before leaving.

      I shook my head as Coldan and Erich headed out into the street, chuckling softly.

      Stepping into the tavern, I tentatively took a deep breath, inhaling the scents around us. Different aromas competed, some of them sweet and others savory. Breads and meats and sweet desserts all battled for my attention. After the days we’d spent on the road, all of the aromas had me.

      When we took a seat in the corner, I looked over at Shae. She sat stiffly, looking all around, her gaze darting from place to place.

      “You need to relax. We don’t want to draw attention to us.”

      “I think we already did. Maybe we shouldn’t have listened to some stranger in the street telling us where to go.”

      I looked at the others within the tavern, realizing she was right. Most were well-dressed, and more than a few had gold jewelry on chains around their necks or rings on their fingers. All of them looked to be wealthy. There was a benefit in that. We did have the jewels, though I didn’t necessarily want to flash the jewels around in order to get someone to talk with us.

      “How else would we know the right places in the city? Sit tight. I’m going to get us some food.”

      “Do you think that’s fair?”

      “That we’re eating, and they’re not?” Shae nodded. “If I know Coldan the way I think I do, he’s going to find someplace for the two of them to sit and get something to eat.”

      “I thought you said he was going to find information by questioning.”

      “He will, but Coldan isn’t going to pass up an opportunity to eat.”

      He was probably as famished as I felt. Perhaps we should have gathered here to eat before separating.

      “Stay here,” I said.

      Shae shifted her chair, positioning it so her back was up against the wall and she could look out.

      I got up and headed toward the counter at the front of the tavern. An older man with a thick, graying beard leaned on the counter, his gaze seeming to drift lazily around. I suspected a ruse more than anything else. Even though his attention seemed to be at the counter, every so often he would raise his eyes, and I realized he was paying attention to everything around him quite well.

      “I don’t suppose you could help me.”

      The man looked up. He had one eye that was almost completely gray, and the other that was a pale shade of blue. It was somewhat alarming, but equally alarming was the bright intensity.

      I immediately reached for what I could of the elaron, prepared for the possibility he might somehow use power against me, though I didn’t sense him using any power. It was just a feeling I had from him, something that warned me to caution.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “A warm meal. A cold drink,” I said, trying to ignore the dark sense I had from the city.

      “I can help with that,” he said.

      He whistled, a strange undulating sound, and the door behind him opened. A woman wearing a pale yellow dress, cut low and revealing cleavage, appeared. A silver band hung around her neck, and I glanced to see if it was a medallion or some sort of artifact that might grant her power, though I saw nothing.

      “This man wants some food.”

      She looked over at me, and unlike the man, she had two matching eyes, though one of them seemed a little bit darker than the other.

      “We’ve got food,” she said. “What else is he looking for?”

      The old man grinned at me. “Seeing as how he brought that other girl in with him, I doubt he’s looking for anything else you might want to offer.”

      Any question the man hadn’t been paying attention was gone.

      “Just the food,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” She leaned forward, revealing more of her cleavage. I forced my eyes up to meet hers. A smile quirked her mouth. “It doesn’t cost that much extra.”

      I looked around the inside of the tavern and understanding came to me. We weren’t going to find the highest quality food here.

      I would have to keep an eye on Shae. Places like this could be dangerous for a young woman her age, and even more dangerous for anyone who might think to get a little handsy with her.

      “I’m sure. Just bring it to the back corner.”

      She flicked her gaze there, noting Shae sitting alone, and her smile deepened. “Maybe she would like something a little extra.”

      “Just the food,” I said.

      Taking my seat back at the table, I found my gaze drifting to the others here. Everything made a different sort of sense, and I couldn’t help but wonder at how many of these women were here by choice and how many were forced to be here.

      “What is it?” Shae asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “I can see it’s something. Did they not have anything to eat?”

      “They have food.” Looking around, I turned back toward her. “Just make sure you stay by me.”

      “Why worry about me here? Look at this place. It’s nicer than the fortress.”

      “It might seem that way. I’m not so sure.”

      After a while, the waitress emerged from the door again, carrying a tray laden with food. She set it down in front of us, leaning provocatively forward once again, flashing a bright smile at me before glancing over at Shae and nodding. It was almost as if she thought she could share some sort of secret with her.

      When she was gone, Shae looked over at me. “What was that about?”

      “Just look around. Pay attention. See what’s here.”

      Shae twisted and studied the inside of the tavern, and finally turned back to me. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Probably.”

      “I wasn’t expecting that here. When I was traveling with my family”—her voice barely caught when she mentioned that, not the way it once had—“we would often stay in places a little bit more run down, not nearly as nice as this.”

      “You’ll find brothels everywhere. I used to know how to pick up the signs for them.” Coldan’s reaction to us choosing this place made a different sort of sense. Had he known? “I’m guessing the food isn’t going to be nearly as good as what we’d like.”

      “Why?” She took a bite, wrinkling her nose as she did. “How did you know?”

      “Food probably isn’t their first priority.”

      We sat back, eating slowly. The food wasn’t terrible, though the meat was stringy. The vegetables were overdone. The ale was warm and bitter. I’m sure we could have found a place in a different section of the city that would have been far nicer, and perhaps would have been much easier to find the information we needed. Only, I had a sense a place like this would have a different sort of information. Secrets would be shared in a brothel so long as drink was served.

      Voices around me caught my attention. There were dozens of different voices. Some were loud and boisterous while others were more subdued. Through it all, there was an undercurrent of something unpleasant.

      “Listen to everything around us as carefully as you can,” I said to Shae.

      She leaned toward me, and I thought she might say something but realized she’d done it for appearances.

      The table nearest us consisted of two men talking about a banking arrangement. The money they discussed was incredible, and I could scarcely believe such amounts were even real. When one of the women stopped by their table, they glanced up politely before shaking their heads and turning back to their conversation.

      Not everyone was here for the same reason.

      That surprised me. I would have expected there to be more people interested in the companionship. Perhaps that was a mistake. How many others were like these men and interested in the privacy?

      Not far from that table were three men seated equidistant around their table. Cards were arranged on the table, stacks of gold coins in the middle. Every so often, one of the players would cry out, either in irritation or more often because of a good hand. The money they moved around was considerable.

      Had I not had the jewels, I would have considered stepping into a game like that. With the power over the elaron, it might be possible to influence the game. I smiled at the thought, thinking about what those who had first taught me to use the elaron would have said about me trying to use it in a way that would allow me to cheat at gaming. Maybe they would have understood anyway.

      “Look at him,” Shae whispered. “There’s something not quite right about him.”

      There was a single man sitting hunched over his table several away from us. His hair was graying and thinning. From the back, I couldn’t see anything else about him. His tattered clothing didn’t have the same cut as the others within the tavern. He kept his head down, not even looking up when the women would come by.

      “I could go talk to him.”

      “Look at what he does when others try,” I said.

      One of the women stopped near the table, and she leaned so low that her breasts nearly fell free of her dress. The man didn’t even glance up. Men at nearby tables turned to stare, though. The woman smiled and said something softly to the man, but that only elicited a slight shake of his head before she stood and headed toward some of the other women. They laughed as she rejoined them.

      “I wouldn’t try it quite like that,” Shae said.

      I shrugged. There was no harm in her trying, even if I didn’t think it would get us anywhere. We were biding our time anyway. Though I wanted to find a merchant—or merchants—who’d be willing to head to the fortress, I wasn’t convinced we’d find them here. Now that I knew what kind of place this was, we were here mostly to find what information we could and to wait for Coldan.

      Shae took a seat with the man. At first, he didn’t look up.

      She glowed softly. Hopefully, I was the only one in the tavern who was able to see it, though the way that she was pulling on power was obvious to anyone who might be sensitized to such things. She didn’t make any other movements, just sat with the man, talking softly. When he lifted his head, she flashed a smile that began to fade.

      Something was wrong.

      I got to my feet.

      A strange energy began to build.

      We’d been around that kind of energy before. I wouldn’t have expected to find it here. The glowing coming off Shae began to shift, the power slipping away from her.

      It was going toward the man.

      He locked eyes with her.

      Did he know I was here?

      It was possible he’d detected me as well. With the way he was pulling on power, he might know.

      Which meant I couldn’t draw on power until I got closer to him. There were too many people in the tavern, and I didn’t want to reveal what we were if I didn’t have to.

      Nearing the man, I raised my hand.

      He started to turn.

      Embracing the ne’rash, I pushed it toward him, angling it at the back of his neck.

      When it struck, his head slammed forward.

      Shae was there. Her use of the elaron held him upright, giving me something to push against with the power of the ne’rash. I had to be careful with it, though. When I’d used that power out in the street, I’d nearly lost my control again. Hopefully Shae would help make sure that didn’t happen.

      I slid forward, taking a seat at the table next to the man. His eyes were still open, but as I held my power behind him and Shae shoved hers against him from the opposite direction, he wasn’t able to move.

      “Where is it?” I whispered.

      Shae glanced toward me, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off him. I didn’t think he was one of the creatures. They would have attacked in a different way. I doubted they would have been here anyway. This was something by chance, though I was still troubled that we’d come across someone with the ability to draw power the way that he did.

      The man grimaced. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do. Where is the vrendan?” They were devices that stored power, though he shouldn’t have one. The Jahor had secured most of them.

      The man’s eyes widened slightly, though I wasn’t surprised that he recognized the term. I had counted on him doing so.

      He didn’t say anything. He didn’t even move. Instead, he looked toward Shae.

      “She’s not the one you have to worry about.”

      Slowly, he swiveled his head toward me, looking at me. I smiled at him, trying to force my most terrifying expression, though I also didn’t want to draw the attention of the women who were still making their way throughout the tavern.

      “You might be wondering who I am. Who she is. Know that it doesn’t matter.”

      “If you think that you will take—”

      I pushed more power against him. The energy slammed into the back of his head, pushing him up against the elaron that Shae used to hold him.

      “You won’t threaten me,” I said. “Tell me where it is.”

      I looked at his neck but didn’t see any jewelry there. I would’ve expected something obvious, but there was nothing.

      He wore no rings on his fingers either.

      Whatever he carried with him would be hidden.

      That wasn’t entirely surprising. Not only were we aware of the power within those items, but the Hith were also. Unless this man was aligned with one of the Hith—and seeing the way that he glanced from me to Shae, I doubted he was—then he would hide it for a different reason.

      “I have no qualms about taking you with me.” It wouldn’t be easy, and it certainly wouldn’t be ideal. If I had to take him with us, that meant I would be opening him up to the possibility that we would be dragging him through the tavern. I had no idea how the tavern owner would handle me using force in that way against one of his patrons.

      The man still didn’t answer.

      I shrugged, glancing over at Shae. “Kill him.”

      To her credit, she nodded.

      Shae was starting to prove she was much more capable than I had given her credit for before. I smiled as power began to build from her, pushing toward him. She was glowing much more brightly now, and the way she used her energy forced it against his forehead.

      “She’s powerful, but as I told you, I’m the one you need to fear.”

      I began to push again, sending force against the back of his skull.

      Anger boiled that he would dare attack Shae. It took everything within me to control that anger and not unleash the power of the ne’rash.

      “You do know what kind of power I’m drawing?”

      He blinked, and in that moment, I knew he did.

      “Think about what happens if I lose control of it.”

      It was possible he didn’t know enough about the ne’rash to know whether or not I could lose control of it. One benefit of using a device such as he had was that the power he drew wouldn’t be quite as wild and difficult to control as the ne’rash could be for me. Holding onto power naturally gave me a greater connection to it, but it also meant I was more likely to lose control.

      He might not even know.

      “Fine. I will finish you off myself.”

      “Volatar, don’t—”

      I frowned. “I warned you not to call me that here.”

      Shae’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. Don’t harm me. He’s the one to blame.”

      The man went completely stiff. His breath caught.

      The comment had the desired effect.

      I wasn’t even sure if Shae knew what she was doing or how she was playing it out, but given some of her previous comments and the way that she had reacted, I had to believe that she had some insight.

      “Ankles,” he said.

      I tipped my head, looking below the table. “What about your ankles?”

      “Ankles.”

      The man spoke in clipped terms, and I realized why.

      He was being squeezed by elaron from one side and the ne’rash from the other.

      I tried to ease back on my control, trying to relax what I was doing to him, and held out as much as I could, but it was going to take Shae releasing her hold in order for this to be effective. I didn’t have the necessary control.

      “I’m going to lean down and pull your boots off. If there’s nothing on your ankles, I’m going to squeeze your head into pulp.”

      “I don’t think we want to do that here, Volatar,” Shae said.

      This time, she put a little bit of extra emphasis on the title, and I resisted the urge to smile. She knew exactly what she was doing.

      Bending down, I grabbed for the man’s ankle, and I pulled one of his boots off. His stockings were almost as poorly repaired as the rest of his clothing. I hesitated reaching beneath it, but needed to know. Squeezing my hand around his ankle, I traced for the sense of the vrendan, coming up with it.

      There.

      Pulling back his stocking, I rolled the vrendan down his ankle until I was able to pull it free. I held it in my hand, sitting up. It was a narrow band of carved wood. Symbols were formed in the wood, and I had long ago discovered that the symbols mattered very little when it came to using the power within it.

      “Where did you get this?”

      The man continued to stare at me.

      I frowned for a moment before remembering he’d said ankles and not ankle.

      Leaning back down beneath the table, I pulled his other boot off, lifting up the stocking and taking off the other vrendan. It was much like the first one. I stacked them in my palm, holding them as I looked over at the man.

      “Anything else that I need to know about?”

      He shook his head.

      “Good. Now. Where did you get them?”

      His eyes widened and he tried to tip his head in a nod.

      Breathing out in an exaggeratedly frustrated sigh, I nodded to Shae. “You can release him. For now. We still might need to kill him.”

      She leaned back, and though she was pulling on power, she wasn’t doing so with nearly as much force as before. I watched her, focused on the nature of the power, realizing that the vrendan continued to call that power into it.

      Strange the way that worked.

      He wasn’t holding it anymore.

      Was he not in control of it?

      Perhaps somebody else was here.

      Holding onto the sense of the ne’rash, the anger still within me, I wanted nothing more than to release that power.

      “Answer.”

      The man took a shaky breath, rubbing his forehead and the back of his neck. “How did you find me?”

      “Find you?” Shae asked.

      I shook my head slightly. “You weren’t all that difficult to find.”

      “I wasn’t trying to take from your stores, Volatar, it’s just that they were left unguarded. I didn’t know what the vrendan could do, but then…”

      Could he really be that ignorant?

      Knowing what I did about people who were able to acquire power, I suspected he could be that ignorant. And if he was, then his holding onto these items was little more than a matter of him getting a hold of something he should not have.

      “Unless you begin sharing with me more about where these came from, you’re going to find my friend here is going to finish the job. Either that, or I will.”

      “I only took them to keep myself safe. Not all of us are able to use the same power.”

      I breathed out in a hint of frustration. He said us.

      Could he be Jahor?

      There was no reason he couldn’t be.

      Tapping my hand on top of the table, cupping the vrendans, I slipped them on my wrist. If nothing else, having access to these items would give me power I hadn’t had for quite some time. If my own power was going to be waning, I needed to compensate to ensure not only my safety, but the safety of others with me. Shae could power them for me, and then I could use the power within them.

      Experience had that benefit, at least.

      “You’re coming with us,” I said.

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      “I’m going to ask you some questions.”

      I quickly looked around and didn’t see anything that suggested others were even aware of the conversation we were having, but I didn’t want to take that chance. I didn’t know this city well enough to know how many Hith were here. The only thing I did know was that there had to be Hith here.

      After getting to my feet, I dragged him with me.

      Something felt off.

      The conversation persisted around us, but there was some aspect to it that had shifted. The voices all around us had changed, as if they were aware of what was taking place.

      We had started toward the back of the tavern when something began to build.

      It was a stirring of energy.

      Had I not had the vrendans on my wrists, I might not have been aware of it. Even with them, there was a strange sense to them, something that left me questioning whether or not I was feeling what I thought I was.

      I tensed, holding onto the sense of the ne’rash within me and wishing I had some way of signaling Shae.

      With the vrendans, I could call power away, but I ran the risk of taking Shae’s power, not this other. Shae seemed oblivious to what was taking place near us, and I changed direction, heading toward the front of the tavern. When I reached the door, the man dragged alongside of me, everything began to happen at one time.

      An explosion struck, crashing into me. Wrapped in the ne’rash as I was, I was able to withstand it, but I was still thrown forward. Shae cried out and a burst of elaron exploded from her. I tried to turn, but I wasn’t able to see anything. Darkness swirled around.

      Within it came a familiar feeling.

      Power was pulled away from me.

      And it wasn’t one of the Vicenz using a vrendan.

      There was only one other possibility. One of the creatures was here.
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      The wagons were unharmed. Hevith breathed out a sigh of relief as he approached the caravan. They had formed up into a circle as they did most nights, leaving the stream along one side. A campfire had been started, blazing more brightly than it had in days. With the trees they passed, they had the luxury of more firewood. Meat crackled on the flames and some of the other Jahor were singing, their song carrying up into the sky, drifting out and toward the growing night.

      Coldan trailed after Hevith. He didn’t seem to be breathing with difficulty after the run back toward the wagons, not the same way that Hevith was. As Coldan had remarked, it did seem as if he was stronger. He’d been taking long strides, pacing himself alongside Hevith.

      Could he be taller as well?

      Hevith looked up at him. He didn’t remember looking up at him quite so much as he did now.

      If he had a better sense of the connection he shared with the elaron, he might be able to understand just what he had done and how he had changed Coldan. As it was, his power didn’t allow him to delve in and discover just what might have changed.

      “We need to go back and investigate that village,” Hevith said.

      “Not just the two of us,” Coldan remarked.

      Hevith shook his head. “Not just the two of us. We need to bring more of the Firsters, and…” His gaze settled on Karn sitting near the fire. He was off to the side, alone as he often was. “Gather a few that you trust. I’m going to encourage Karn to come with us.”

      “Are you sure he’s reliable?”

      “He’s the one who turned the wagons back to Yarshin.”

      Coldan’s gaze narrowed briefly. Hevith thought that he might argue, but he cut short of doing so. He bounded off, hurrying beyond the circle of wagons, and left Hevith to approach Karn on his own. When he reached him, taking a seat on the ground next to him, Karn didn’t even look in his direction.

      “We found something,” Hevith said.

      “What something did you find?”

      “A village.”

      “I suppose you want the caravan to head there.”

      “Possibly.”

      With that, Karn looked toward him. “Why possibly?”

      “The village appeared to be burning.”

      “You think Mother responsible for it?”

      “I don’t know. The coincidence is too significant to be anything else.”

      “What reason would she have in burning a village?”

      That was the question Hevith had been struggling with as they ran back. He’d worried about the wagons and the travelers with him, but he’d also wondered why Mother would have attacked a village. He couldn’t come up with any reason.

      “If there were Jahor within the village—”

      “She would have captured them. She wouldn’t have destroyed the village.”

      “Then I don’t know.”

      Karn twisted so he could look at Hevith. “Let me tell you what I know. What I have experienced. When you get out into the world and you begin to see the way that people act and interact, you come to recognize there are certain signs.” He grunted. “You want to believe it’s Mother, but I think it’s a simpler answer. War.”

      “Why would there be war here?” Hevith glanced toward the opening in the wagons, watching for signs of Coldan having begun preparations. He didn’t want to linger too long. If the village had been attacked and was smoking, he wanted to get people there as quickly as he could in order to learn about what had happened.

      “Why would there be war anywhere? The Hith have attacked constantly. They continue to expand their empire. Claiming land. That’s why.”

      If there had been soldiers moving through, Hevith would’ve expected to have seen some sign of them, but so far they had seen no one else out, either in the grasses or along the rolling meadow. There was nothing.

      Only the village burning.

      The only other persons they’d encountered were Mother and the Hith traveling with her. Still, Karn was right in that burning the village didn’t fit with his experience with Mother. There would be no benefit to her, and if there was no benefit, there would be no reason for her to have done it.

      Unless there were Jahor and she tried to mask what had happened.

      Even in that, he was doubtful.

      What if she had done it as a message to him?

      That, unfortunately, was something he could see her doing.

      “I’m taking some of the Firsters and we’re going to investigate the village. I’d like you to come with me.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re a soldier.”

      “You’re in better hands with these other soldiers than you would be with me.”

      “I think it would be good to have you with me.”

      Karn turned his attention back to the fire, ignoring Hevith for a moment. “I don’t think you need my help.”

      “Maybe I don’t need it, but I want it.”

      Karn inhaled deeply before getting to his feet. “Fine.”

      Hevith blinked. “Fine?”

      “You wanted me to come, didn’t you?”

      Hevith nodded hurriedly and guided Karn out to the edge of the wagons, checking to make sure he had his sword. The one thing Karn had at all times was a weapon, which Hevith thought was beneficial. He might claim he didn’t feel as if he had any use, and he might claim that he didn’t want to participate, but the fact that he was willing to wear a sword suggested he felt otherwise.

      He paused for a moment to grab the staff from the wagon. If he needed a weapon, it would be better to have one that was magically enhanced. Though he had a sword, and though he was increasingly capable of using it if he were to need to do so, Hevith didn’t want to have to rely upon his sword in order to be safe. Besides, if they were attacked by Mother or any of the Hith, Hevith would need the staff.

      What he didn’t need was the inestar. If something were to happen to him, he didn’t want it to fall into the hands of Mother.

      He debated keeping it with him anyway but decided it would be safest to leave it behind. Pulling it from his pocket, he set it inside the wagon, hiding it behind one of the seats. It wasn’t a great hiding space, but better than leaving it out in the open.

      Coldan and the other soldiers gathered. There were six of them, all Firsters who had been in the prison yard with Hevith. Graychen was not among them, though Hevith wasn’t sure it made sense for him join them.

      “I told Graychen what we were doing. He’s going to fortify the defenses around the wagons,” Coldan said.

      Hevith nodded. He found the phrasing intriguing. Not that Coldan had asked permission, but that he had told Graychen.

      “We’d better get going before the light fades too much.”

      They started off. As before, Coldan kept pace, loping alongside Hevith, jogging far more easily than Hevith expected he’d been able to do before. The other Firsters ran as well, not nearly as easily as Coldan. Karn lagged a little bit, staying behind the Firsters.

      As they neared where he and Coldan had seen the village burning in the distance, Hevith began to slow. He peered out into the darkness, looking toward the village. He couldn’t see any signs of the smoke, but with the growing darkness, it was more difficult to make out those details. He glanced over at Coldan. “Can you see anything?”

      “Not as well as before.”

      “I wasn’t sure if—”

      “My eyesight has not changed.”

      They continued onward at a quick jog, heading into the night, moving toward the village. As they approached, the scent of fire came to his nostrils. There were no flames, nothing actively burning, only the smell of smoke upon the air.

      When they got close, darkness showed him the village. He headed toward it, keeping a grip on the staff, wanting to move carefully. There was no sign of power or anything that would suggest there was something magical happening here, but he was ready for the possibility that would change.

      “Do you detect anything?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith shook his head. “No Hith.”

      “What about Jahor?”

      “I don’t detect anything like that, either.”

      Coldan held his sword out. It was glowing softly. The rest of his body seemed to glow too.

      The other Jahor soldiers all held their swords unsheathed, and though they glowed a little bit, none of them did so with the same brightness as Coldan or his blade.

      Hevith glanced over at the other six soldiers, looking at them and debating. If all of them were somehow more tightly bound to that power, and all of them somehow strengthened, then it would benefit all of the people.

      Would they be willing to accept whatever Hevith had done to Coldan?

      Only if Hevith learned to control it.

      They reached the edge of the village.

      Night had fallen in full and there was no moon out. Clouds overhead obscured it, making it completely dark. The only light was the power coming off Coldan and the others’ blades. It was enough to be able to make out the smoke rising from the village.

      It wasn’t a large village. Several dozen homes. As they headed into the village itself, moving along the narrow streets, he found the remains of what seemed to be shops. A small green space at the center of the village had been burned as well.

      There was no other movement. Anyone here was now gone.

      Hevith paused at the center of the village, taking a deep breath and looking everywhere around himself. He focused on the smoke, on the burned remains of the buildings, and then thought about what he’d detected when he’d been near the wagons.

      There had been something out here that had pulled upon him. That hadn’t been imagined. If it was tied to this village, then he might have an explanation as to what had taken place—and perhaps he might be able to find who was responsible.

      “Check the homes for any remains,” Coldan said.

      Hevith nodded. He leaned on the staff, holding on to it tightly. Karn remained with him, staying a step behind him. He didn’t speak.

      “What do you think could do this?” Hevith asked.

      “This was not the Hith,” Karn said softly.

      “Are you sure?”

      “You were in Yarshin. You saw what they do when they attack.”

      Hevith nodded slowly. When he had been there, there had been a sense of something. Power. Destruction. Violence. All of that had existed when the Hith had attacked. They had used the darkness in order to do so.

      In none of the attacks had there been fire.

      This wasn’t the Hith, then.

      He doubted that it would be Mother, either. If she was using the power of Callah, even stolen as it might’ve been, he doubted she would have been able to start a fire like this. She could have used Hith magic as well, but that would have been a different sort of attack.

      Something else, then.

      “Have you seen anything like this before?”

      “In the war,” Karn said.

      “Why would the village have been destroyed?”

      “There is no purpose behind war. Only violence.”

      In the time that Hevith had been traveling with his family, they’d stayed north of the war. They’d only rarely seen any effect of it. His father had wanted to keep them ahead of it, always guiding them through the northern lands. Safe lands.

      Now the north wasn’t even safe anymore.

      Would they be able to find a safe place for the Jahor?

      “There aren’t any bodies,” Coldan said, coming through the street with his glowing sword.

      “Then where did the people go?”

      “Maybe they knew they were going to be attacked,” Karn said.

      Coldan nodded. “It’s possible they saw the attackers coming. They might have snuck away.”

      “We need to find them.”

      “We don’t need to find anyone. You wanted to come here to see if there was anything to suggest Mother and the Hith were responsible, and we haven’t found anything,” Coldan said.

      “There were people here before.”

      “There were. There are not now.”

      Hevith took another deep breath. The smoke seemed to settle the longer they were here. He turned, moving back along the streets of the village until he reached the edge. From there, it would be only a long walk back to the wagons.

      He started out.

      The others followed him, moving quickly. This time, Hevith lagged well behind, staying closer to Karn.

      “Eventually you get numbed to it.”

      “I don’t want to get numbed to it.”

      “You need to. You can’t see horrors like that every day and not grow numb to it.”

      “I disagree. I think you need to still be aware of these things.”

      He followed Coldan and the other Firsters. As they went, Hevith couldn’t shake the feeling he’d had when he’d first detected something out here. He had no idea what it was and why he should have detected it, but there was no doubt there was something here.

      Reaching a small rise, Hevith paused and turned. Darkness swirled around him. The smell of smoke was faint, little more than a memory. It was subtle enough that he wasn’t even sure if he detected it any longer. Instead, the fragrance from flowers along the meadow drifted up to him. They smelled sweet, aromatic and almost pleasing.

      “You still smell the smoke from the village?”

      Karn frowned at him. “Why?”

      “I don’t smell anything.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “I smell some of the smoke coming from our wagons.”

      And they were still quite a ways away from it. He was able to see the glowing from the campfire, and he could make out the haze of the smoke drifting upward. Along with that, he could smell that smoke. It was subtle, but combined with that of the roasting meat, the aroma was savory.

      Given how extensive the fire had been throughout the entirety of the village, Hevith would’ve expected to have detected something more from it.

      Instead, there was nothing remaining.

      The village had burned. When he’d been there, the smell of it had been overwhelming, enough that he would’ve expected to smell it even out here.

      Turning his attention back to the village, he stared. When they’d first come across it, there had been a darkness upon it. Even as he stared now, there was still that sense of darkness, some hint of a memory that existed out there. Hevith focused on the village. He had felt something. Power had built.

      More than anything, Hevith had been aware that it was the elaron. There was no sign of that power anywhere else. There was no sign of anything beyond what they had encountered.

      He turned and started back toward the village.

      “What are you doing?” Karn asked.

      “I’m checking on something.”

      “You’re going to head back there by yourself? Why?”

      “A hunch.”

      Hevith started forward more quickly. He held onto the staff, and when he got near enough to the edge of the village that he could make out the dark shadowy shape of it, the sign of the ash and fire, he paused. From there, holding onto the staff, he thought about what he did when he pulled power into it.

      The staff was tied to power in a way he should be able to reach. As he squeezed the staff, holding onto that energy, he could feel something. It came from the village.

      It was what Hevith had expected.

      Focusing on the village, focusing on the energy that he detected, he felt a surge of power, and something echoed within him.

      Pulling that power toward him, funneling it through the staff, he drew it.

      Darkness swirled.

      It was a different sort of darkness than what he expected when facing the Hith. This darkness seemed more shadows rather than something tangible and violent. This was almost as if it were reflected darkness.

      It swirled toward the staff, power torn away from the village.

      As it came free, the village itself shifted.

      It did so as a strange shimmering. It intensified the longer he held onto the power, pulling it away from the village, through the staff and into it. Power began to build within the staff.

      It was familiar power.

      Not only was it power, it was the power of elaron.

      Hevith’s breath caught, and as he held onto the staff, the village changing in front of him, he couldn’t believe his eyes. There was no fire. There was no destruction. There was nothing other than the village he’d believed had been burned.

      Rather than a burned village, a series of well-lit homes shone in the night. People moved along the street. Voices drifted toward him.

      None of that caught his attention quite as much as the sense of power emanating from someplace deep within the village. Having been within the village—or so he thought—he knew the exact source of that power.

      The village green.

      Hevith debated heading toward the village green. If there was somebody there powerful enough to create the illusion of a burned husk of a village, they would be powerful enough to overwhelm him.

      Backing away, he had started to turn when a different thought came to him.

      What he needed was to better understand the nature of the power he possessed. If there was someone here who was able to control the elaron, and to do so with such finesse, he needed to try to understand just what he might be able to learn.

      Hevith squeezed the staff and then started into the village.
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      He hadn’t taken many steps when he realized the people in the village were looking at him. Hevith held tightly to the staff, realizing he was still pulling upon the power used to obscure the village itself. By doing so, he changed everything around him. That power was meant to swirl in such a way that it obscured everything else.

      It was possible he had made a mistake by calling on that power. It alerted whoever was controlling it. Hevith moved forward, ignoring the stares.

      Every so often, there came a stirring from someplace deep within him, a nauseating sense. It took him a moment to realize the source of it. It came from the people all around him. They were pulling upon power that swirled in such a way as to be increasingly potent. That power of Callah. Elaron.

      How many of the people in this village were Jahor?

      If only he had the inestar.

      He thought about what Graychen had mentioned. There were pockets of Jahor all over. Each of them had their own Movras, and each of them was powerful in a certain way.

      The buildings opened up. The village green would be in the distance, but people blocked his way. He didn’t move farther. Instead, holding onto his staff, he continued to call power into it. The staff itself began to glow with the elaron. It stored more energy than he’d drawn upon before.

      The line of people parted and somebody came through.

      There was a part of Hevith that worried it was going to be Mother. It would be fitting—and terrifying—if she were the one to approach. Instead of Mother, it was an older man. He had dark hair, a lean face, and eyes that seemed to reflect the light glowing from his staff.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      His voice was rough and hoarse, the voice of someone used to yelling, or simply the voice of someone who had lived a long life.

      The strange light within the village made it difficult for Hevith to tell. It was more than just the light in the village. It was the glowing of the staff, the way it pulled upon power, giving Hevith even more energy than he would’ve had otherwise. There was the strangeness to everything surrounding him, the man standing before him still pushing on the elaron, using that in order to radiate outward whatever illusion he intended. That power rolled over Hevith, a sense he was aware of, but it was something he couldn’t control.

      The staff absorbed as much as it could, but it had limits. As it filled with power, Hevith was going to have to either release some of that energy or not be able to draw upon any more of it.

      “Who are you?” the man asked again.

      By trying to push some of that power away, Hevith could draw even more power off again. The answer might be more about releasing energy from the staff than it was about trying to combat this man.

      The stored elaron within the staff relaxed.

      Hevith turned his focus to the man.

      “My name is Hevith. You’re using the power of—”

      The man stretched his hand out toward him, and a swirl of light radiated from him, twisting outward. The suddenness of it caught Hevith off guard. When it slammed into him, he was thrown back.

      Hevith struggled to get to his feet. He reached for the staff, which had fallen out of his hand. Holding on to it tightly, he could feel something coming toward him again, and he rolled off to the side, preparing for the next attack.

      This had been a mistake.

      Hevith could easily imagine what Coldan and even Karn would say to him. They would chide him for coming here by himself. Coldan, especially.

      He held onto the staff and turned the power toward the man. Tipping it outward, he unleashed as much of the power as he thought that he safely could. He didn’t want to release too much power, wanting to maintain some of it in case he would need it. It exploded in front of the line of people.

      It didn’t do anything.

      The line of people blocked the sudden surge of the elaron.

      Another pulse of power surged toward him. This time, Hevith used the staff, drawing that power into it. Having released energy, the staff had more storage capability and caught the power, turning it back outward. It exploded again, and again did so harmlessly.

      Hevith was going to have to try something different. If they were going to continue to attack him, he would need to disrupt them.

      This man obviously had control over the elaron. Hevith needed to understand just what it was that this other man could do with that power.

      When another bolt of energy came toward him, Hevith caught it with the staff and then unleashed the power back into the air. He did so with a burst, letting it explode outward, thinking about the nature of the illusion that formed around the entirety of the village. As soon as power burst from the end of the staff, Hevith tried calling upon more power. He drew it into the staff, absorbing it.

      The next attack came, but Hevith was ready for it. Rather than returning the explosion, he angled the energy upward. He continued to focus on the nature of the illusion that he was able to detect all around him. In doing so, he held onto the power as it encircled him. That energy came from everywhere around him. It was enormous.

      What he needed to do was to somehow lift the illusion hanging over the village. Once he did, the other Firsters and Karn should be able to see what had happened. Even if they couldn’t, he might be able to unleash enough energy through the end of the staff and they should be alerted by that.

      “I didn’t come here to fight,” Hevith said.

      The man sent a swirling spiral of light toward him again. There seemed to be a pattern mixed within it that mirrored the way his hands moved as he twisted them, sending the light streaking toward Hevith.

      He barely had the opportunity to twist the staff, preparing it to catch the light.

      When it struck, Hevith was thrown back. Scrambling to his feet, he held up the staff. He pushed that energy outward, letting it explode up and beyond him.

      “I need help. We were attacked by the Hith, and—”

      The man didn’t give him an opportunity to finish. Another attack came, but this time it came from either side of him along with the man in front of him.

      Hevith wasn’t able to do anything.

      It slammed into the staff, not into Hevith, filling it with power.

      Hevith tried to control the power filling the staff, to push it outward to unleash it, but the energy that came was far too much.

      The staff cracked.

      Power began to leak out of it.

      They were trying to destroy it.

      If they destroyed the staff, Hevith wasn’t going to have enough strength to resist them. He would have to use elaron. Given what he’d seen from these people, he wasn’t sure he had enough strength to oppose them.

      “Please. All I want is to better understand this power.”

      The elaron continued flowing into the staff. As it leaked out, Hevith tried to add to it, but doing so only forced the cracks that had formed to widen.

      If he were to add energy himself, he would damage the staff even faster. What he needed was to angle that power outward. He pushed on it, trying to send the energy out, but it had been modified. There was nothing he could do.

      Without the staff, how were they going to combat the Hith?

      There was a different question for later.

      Did they think he was Hith?

      He had the staff. It was one Morad had used. Maybe they believed he was working with them.

      Power continued to flood the staff.

      It leaked out, streaming along the base of it, twisting out in lines that worked their way up and down along it. He wanted to fight what was happening, wanting to protect the staff, but that power continued to build.

      With another crack, the staff shattered.

      Hevith stood for a moment with the broken remains of the staff in hand.

      It was useless now.

      The first thought that came to him was that he had nothing to fight the Hith with. The only thing he had was his sword, and even with that, he didn’t have enough skill to wield it in a way that would be effective against them.

      The two attackers on either side released their hold on power. It left only the man directly in front of Hevith, watching him, a sense of power building from him.

      Hevith stared back at him, though he wasn’t prepared for what the man did next.

      He twisted his hands, creating a spiraling pattern, and power swirled from him.

      Hevith did the only thing that he could. He reacted, holding his hands outward.

      When the light burst out, it was met by a reflection of power from within Hevith.

      He hadn’t used the elaron effectively—or intentionally—all that much lately. When it pushed out, the two struck, creating a burst of light.

      Hevith let that power flow through him. It was filled with the frustration of the search for Mother, the frustration of meeting somebody who would think to attack him, and the frustration of the journey he had taken and continued to take. All of that came out through him.

      When he had been learning to try to control the energy, he’d been instructed to embrace the calm, but that was something Hevith had never been able to do. What he needed was to embrace that edge within him. He could use it, and he had learned it was the key to being able to better control that power, so even now he thought he understood how to utilize it.

      It poured up through him. There was so much energy filling him, rolling out through him, that Hevith could barely hold onto it. It was more than he had ever drawn upon on his own.

      It exploded outward.

      Hevith was thrown back.

      Getting to his feet, he looked around at the others.

      It was the first time they’d seemed shaken by anything that had happened. When he had absorbed the power into the staff and turned it back against them, they had been unaffected by it.

      It left the man standing near the center, looking at Hevith.

      “Who are you?” The man took another step toward Hevith. He glowed with the elaron, but he didn’t try to use it this time.

      Hevith took in a deep breath. Fatigue washed through him from the effort of trying to call upon the power. Did it matter who he was? This man obviously didn’t care. The only thing he seemed to care about was that Hevith had broken through the illusion that he’d formed.

      “My name is Hevith. I’m with a wagon caravan of Jahor who have been tormented by the Hith. We are seeking others.” He took a step toward the man. When he did, he realized he was still connected to the elaron. It rolled through him, though he didn’t dare reach for any more of it. “I came across your village after detecting power. I thought it was someone who had attacked us, and when we saw that it appeared burned…”

      “How were you able to overwhelm the illusion?”

      Hevith looked around briefly before turning his attention back to the man. “The staff absorbed power. I took it off someone who attacked us.”

      “You can use the elaron?”

      Hevith looked around him. “Elaron. The power of Callah. Whatever you want to call it. I don’t know how to control it, but it seems as if you do. I was hoping that—”

      Power began to build from the man again, and he took a step toward Hevith. The others in front of him didn’t move.

      What about the other two who had drawn power?

      Hevith glanced at either side of himself, worried that he might be the focus of another attack, but he didn’t see any sign of it.

      “We use the power of elaron.”

      “Are you Jahor?”

      “We haven’t gone by that name in many years.”

      “There is a caravan with me. All of them are Jahor. All of them are escaping from the war. We need shelter. We have food and water, but we are looking for safety.”

      This was the kind of place that could protect Hevith’s people.

      Having someone who was able to create an illusion that was strong enough to make it seem as if the village wasn’t even here was exactly the kind of thing that Hevith needed to find. If he could use this, perhaps even this village, then his people wouldn’t have to run any longer. His people might be able to finally find peace.

      Then he could go after Mother. Find her, find what she knew about his family, and then continue to look for other Jahor.

      “How did you find us?”

      “I told you how I found you. There was a sense of your power. I followed it. When I came to the village, I found it burned, or so I thought. I returned when I realized that it had to be connected.”

      “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      “If you’re hiding from the war, we have others who would like to hide as well. If you’re hiding for some other reason, we can help. Either way, I need to know how to control this power.” Hevith took a step toward the man, reaching for him before catching himself. He still glowed with a faint white light. “Please. We need help. And if you need help, we can offer that.”

      The man turned back toward Hevith, his gaze sweeping around the people within the village. His jaw was set, and the reflected light that Hevith had seen before seemed to have faded. Now there was nothing but darkness within his eyes, though even that had to be imagined.

      “What sort of help do you think we can offer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What sort of help do you think you can offer?”

      Hevith met the man’s gaze and answered as honestly as he could. “I don’t know.”

      There was a moment of tension that built within him as he waited for the man to respond. In that moment, Hevith thought about all of the ways that he might be able to discover new uses for power. If this man could teach them how to create an illusion, then what else might he be able to demonstrate?

      All of that filled him with hope, something that he hadn’t necessarily had ever since the last attack.

      “There’s nothing that you can…” The man looked past Hevith, his gaze darkening.

      Hevith turned slowly and realized what he was looking at.

      The Firsters made their way through the village. All of them had their swords unsheathed and they moved in a practiced formation. Karn pulled up the rear, his sword out.

      Coldan led them. His sword glowed brightly—far more brightly than it had before.

      “What is this?” the man in front of him asked.

      “These are Jahor soldiers.”

      “These others might be Jahor, but this man is not. He is something else.”

      Hevith locked eyes with Coldan for a moment. “He nearly died. I did what I could to save him.”

      “You did this?” the man asked, turning to Hevith.

      Hevith nodded.

      The man took a deep breath, sweeping his gaze around the villagers once again. “Bring your people here.”
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      The village felt considerably different with all of the Jahor present. Most of them remained outside the city, preferring to remain near the wagons, though some of them—including many of the Firsters—had come into the village, curious about what to expect. Hevith was reminded of what it had been like when he was a child traveling with his parents and the way they’d gone into villages to announce their presence. This was not quite the same, though similar enough that it struck him.

      Alicia took his hand, joining him as they headed into the village.

      Every so often, she looked all around, her eyes wide. Hevith noticed that there were others doing the same thing.

      “Are you sure this is safe?”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “Didn’t you say they attacked you?”

      “They did.”

      “Then why—”

      “Because they are Jahor,” Hevith said.

      The man sat across the fire from Hevith. Three of the others who had defended their village were near him, watching. The others of the village remained in the distance, almost as if they still weren’t certain what to make of what had happened.

      The other man continued looking at Coldan, a question lingering in his eyes. Whatever he had seen from Coldan had been the reason that they had been accepted here, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure what it was or why that should have been significant.

      “You may begin,” the man said.

      “Begin with what?” Graychen started, glaring at the other man across the fire.

      Hevith had to reach out, setting a hand on Graychen’s arm to calm him.

      Strangely, the man was not at all interested in Graychen—or intimidated. He didn’t seem to care much for the sword he had sheathed at his side, and he didn’t seem to be impressed by the gruff nature of his command.

      It was Hevith—and Coldan.

      “Begin with your story,” the man said. “You were attacked by the Hith?”

      Graychen leaned toward him. “You are Jahor.”

      “We were.”

      “No longer?” he pressed.

      “If calling ourselves Jahor leads to violence, then we would much rather be something else.”

      “It’s not as simple as that,” Coldan said.

      “No?” the man asked.

      Hevith glanced from Coldan over to the stranger. “What is your name? You know ours.” Coldan and the other Firsters along with the Jahor who had wanted to come into the village had all introduced themselves, but they had received none in return. It troubled him that they would not offer the same level of courtesy.

      “Names don’t matter.”

      “Then share them.”

      “I am Valtek Behrns. You have come to my village.”

      “How long have you been here?” Hevith asked.

      “Does that matter?”

      “You know about the Hith. You know about this power. And you knew enough to hide.”

      Valtek studied Hevith. “There have been reasons for us to be cautious over the years, and we have learned that an absence of caution often leads to an abundance of danger.”

      “You’ve been attacked before.”

      “Attacked, but not successfully.”

      “How?” Graychen leaned forward, his curiosity plain on his face. “How is it that you’ve managed to avoid a successful attack by the Hith? We’ve suffered defeat after defeat, forced back at every turn.”

      “Because you refuse to embrace the elaron.”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not everybody refuses to embrace it. The Movras in Yarshin embraced the same power. She was able to do extraordinary things with it. Even that wasn’t enough.”

      “Who?”

      “A woman by the name of Mel—”

      Valtek jumped to his feet, looking around. “Melahn is with you?”

      Hevith watched him. “You know her?”

      “She should not have come.”

      “She didn’t. She’s dead.”

      Valtek looked down at him, staring at him. Power built from him. He began to glow with the energy. “How did Melahn die?”

      Hevith stared until he took a seat, releasing some of the energy he was holding onto, letting it ease away from him. He did so slowly, the power gradually dissipating until it faded to little more than a soft glow.

      “I don’t fully know. She was attacked by Vicenz controlling the Hith, someone who was powerful. They had the staff and other artifacts.”

      Valtek glanced over toward the remains of the staff. “Very few who use the elaron would use anything like that.”

      “I understand. Had I any control over it, I probably wouldn’t have either, but…”

      That wasn’t entirely true. Hevith needed it in order to be able to confront the Hith. With the staff, he could absorb their power. Now that he had lost it, how would he be able to battle them?

      He wasn’t sure that he would be able to be successful against the Hith. Not unless he was able to master his control over the elaron. If he had some way of holding onto that same power, then it was possible that he would be able to use it effectively against the Hith.

      “Melahn did not teach you?”

      “She didn’t have the time. When I first met her, I thought she wanted to teach, but I was abducted, taken away to a prison. When I found my way back to her, we were attacked before she had the opportunity to work with me.”

      Valtek sighed. “A loss. Even though I disagreed with her, losing her is a loss.”

      “How well did you know her?”

      “She was my instructor.”

      Hevith studied Valtek. It was difficult to tell just how old he was, but he had a sense of age from him. For Mel to have been his instructor suggested that she was considerably older than Hevith had believed.

      “I’m sorry that she’s lost.”

      Valtek leaned back, glancing at the others with him. “She didn’t want to teach. She feared the power of elaron. She always wanted to attribute it to something more.”

      “Callah.”

      “Her god,” he said.

      “You don’t want to say Callah?”

      “Why should I say a name of a being who does not exist? If it does, why would he not have wanted to protect us? If we were truly his Chosen, then why would he not have done anything that he could in order to ensure our safety?”

      “There was somebody who told me that Callah tested us.”

      “Did you believe that?”

      Hevith shrugged. “At the time, I thought that I needed to. I don’t know anymore.”

      “What do you believe?” Valtek asked.

      It was a question that Hevith hadn’t given all that much thought to. When he’d been a prisoner, he’d believed that everything happening was meant to torment him. He’d believed there was some other purpose behind it, and he’d come to believe that perhaps there were truly was a Callah, and if so, then perhaps Callah was testing him the way that they needed to be tested.

      Having learned about Mother and her betrayal, Hevith wasn’t sure anymore. Everything she had shared with him, all of the stories about the god, had been little more than fabrications. It was her way of trying to control him, at least as far as he could tell. Perhaps there was something else to it, her way of trying to get him to be able to reach the power. If she believed he needed that in order to understand that power, then she might have been willing to teach what she knew about the beliefs of the Jahor.

      As far as he knew, what she had instructed had been accurate. He thought about what he had seen from Mel, and from the others within Yarshin, and there had been a belief in the higher power.

      Perhaps that was all it was.

      Hevith met Valtek’s gaze. “I believe I have power, but I don’t really know why I was given it. As far as I can tell, many of the other Jahor have it as well, though not with the same strength.”

      “Not all men are born with the same strength,” Valtek said.

      “Or women,” Hevith said, looking over at Karsten. She’d come into the village, her sword blazing with the light of elaron, power flooding from her. It had taken Coldan talking her down to convince her to lower her sword.

      Valtek nodded. “Or women. Some are able to reach for the power of elaron buried within them far more easily than others. Others must take time to study it. They must learn to reach for that energy, to be able to call upon it. When they can, they can find something greater within themselves. If they can’t, it does not diminish them in any way. It simply means the energy they would reach is not what they believed it to be.”

      Hevith thought about the Jahor he traveled with. As far as he could tell, many of them had access to the same power, though much like what Valtek was saying, not all of them had the same ability to reach for it and draw that power outward. It was strange to think like that, but he recognized that some of them were better connected to it.

      Then there was what had happened with Coldan. For whatever reason, his connection to his power had begun to shift.

      “What did you recognize about Coldan?”

      “Your soldier.”

      “Yes. What did you see in him? I healed him, and he’s said he’s changing. You recognized something.”

      Valtek studied him for a moment before leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “There was a time when the Jahor were far more potent than we are these days. The soldiers used to be something greater.” He glanced over at Graychen, shrugging slightly. “Not that your soldiers are somehow less because they are not traditional Jahor of the Order. Those who call themselves that now are nothing like the Order once had been. There was a time when our soldiers were connected to power in a way that they are not today. At least, I had not thought they were connected that way. I have not seen one myself, but I can sense the power within him.”

      “What is it that you sense?”

      “He feels like a Jahor soldier. A true soldier of the Order. There is an aspect of it that is unmistakable. When filled with that power, there is something quite different about them. I would be most curious to learn what you did and how you changed him.”

      Hevith glanced over at the remains of the staff. “I used the staff. Other than that, I’m not entirely sure what I did. He was dying. The Hith had attacked, and I wanted to do anything that I could in order to save him, but I didn’t have the knowledge of healing I thought would be needed to be able to do so effectively.”

      “You changed him instinctively?”

      “I…” He glanced over at Coldan, who watched him. “I didn’t mean to change him. I meant to heal him.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      Hevith remembered what had happened, and he remembered the way it had felt, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to do anything intentionally again. There had been a sense of desperation behind what he had done, and unless he had a similar desperation, he didn’t know if he would—or should—do something like that again.

      “Can you help me learn to control this power?”

      “You are not of my people.”

      “I’m Jahor.”

      “You are not of my people.” Valtek stood, looking around at the other villagers. “Melahn refused to teach most. It’s a shame she did. Had she been more willing to include others in her lessons, then we might have more who were capable of using their power in order to oppose the threat of the Hith. As it is, we must remain hidden. It is safer that way. Safer for all of us.”

      “There has to be something you could help with.”

      “Perhaps there would be, but for what purpose? If you intend to continue to face the Hith, all you will do is bring danger this way.”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      “Where else would you be heading?”

      “I want to do whatever I can to help the Jahor. Most of these people aren’t fighters. They don’t want to be fighters.”

      “Yet you bring them into violence.”

      “I’m bringing them away from violence. I’m not bringing them to it.”

      “By chasing the Hith, you bring them to violence.”

      “Can they stay here?”

      If they could, and if there was anything that Hevith could do to help these people find a home, he thought he needed to do it.

      Only, looking at Valtek as he did, getting a feel for his experience, the frustration that seemed to fill the man, Hevith didn’t know if there was going to be anything that he could say to convince him.

      Perhaps there would be no way to convince him.

      It was a shame.

      What he needed was not only time to learn more about his power, but he needed these others to have the opportunity to stay, to recover, to heal.

      “You may stay the night. If you intend to bring the fight to the Hith, then you may not stay here longer. My people have no need for the violence that you will bring to them. My people have no need to experience the chaos that the Hith would lead us toward.”

      He started away and Hevith got to his feet, wanting to scramble after him, but the others blocked him. They glowed with the soft light of the elaron, not nearly as powerfully as he had seen from Valtek, but enough that Hevith knew he wasn’t going to be able to get past them.

      He didn’t want to battle his way past, and certainly didn’t want to attack them. It would be better to simply convince Valtek to work with him, though as he stared past them, he doubted there was anything he could say to convince him.

      He turned to Coldan. “What should we do?”

      “You’ve gotten your answer.”

      “He knows how to use this power. If he could teach me how to use it, all of us will benefit.”

      “If,” Coldan said.

      He nodded to the other Firsters and they headed out through the village, toward the wagons. Every so often, Hevith paused to look behind him, toward the center of the village, trying to think of something else that he might be able to say to Valtek to convince him to work with Hevith or to allow some of the Jahor to stay, but nothing came to mind. By the time he reached the edge of the village and was back at the wagons, a heaviness worked through him.

      It was a loss of hope.

      Having discovered this place and discovered that there was something here along with people who understood the nature of the power he possessed, he had a different sense of hope than he’d had in quite some time, something he hadn’t felt since defeating Morad and capturing Mother. Now they would have to move on.

      The problem was that Hevith wasn’t ready to move on. He wanted to know if there was something more that he might be able to learn from Valtek. The man had worked with Mel.

      That had to mean something.

      There were others here who might be able to help.

      Thom. Karsten. Several others who had lived and worked within Yarshin who would know enough to be able to help.

      Hevith wandered through the wagons until he came to Thom’s wagon. He hadn’t been the same since being injured while they had gone after Mother, though he’d denied it. Hevith found him resting inside the wagon, leaning against the back wall. His eyes were closed, but as soon as Hevith opened the door, he sat up with a start, reaching for his sword until he realized that Hevith was there.

      “What is it? Are we under attack?”

      Hevith shook his head, looking around the inside of the wagon. “We aren’t under attack, but the man here who has control over the power worked with the Movras.”

      Thom sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes, glancing into the village. “He was able to conceal the entire village from you?”

      Hevith nodded. “When we first came here, it looked as if the village had been burned. It seemed as if there was nothing more than ash covering the buildings. We even came into the village, looking for signs of any survivors, but didn’t find them.” That was the hardest part for Hevith to wrap his mind around.

      “I don’t know the Movras would’ve been able to do something like that. If she would have, she could have concealed others much more effectively.”

      “That’s part of the problem. I don’t really know what Mel was capable of doing. I know that she had considerable power, but I didn’t have enough time with her to fully understand the nature of her power.” Learning from Mel would have given him far more understanding about the nature of his abilities, along with allowing him to explore just what he was able to do with them.

      “She didn’t teach many people,” Thom said.

      “I get that sense from Valtek.”

      “Valtek?” Thom sat up and frowned, his brow furrowing as he turned his attention toward the village. “Could it be the same?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Do you know him?”

      Thom rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know him, but the Movras mentioned training Val. There weren’t many students she took on, so the ones she did stick out in my mind. I always assumed Val was a woman.”

      “What do you know about him?”

      “The Movras always spoke of Val as having considerable potential. As I said, she didn’t train very many people, so when she did work with anyone, there was a reason behind it. I think the potential Val demonstrated was the reason she was willing to do so.” Thom shook his head. “Even in that, I can’t tell you with any certainty. Anything you know about Val is more than I know.”

      Hevith held his hand out. “I need you to come with me.”

      “I don’t know this Val. Even if I did, I don’t know that there’s anything more that I can offer than what you can. I don’t have your potential.”

      “What you have is a connection to Mel. I think that matters to him, even though he denies it. It upsets him that she was unwilling to teach.”

      “The Movras recognized the danger in teaching. Any she taught were targeted by the Hith. There were those of us who were willing to take on that risk, but she stopped accepting any students with significant potential.”

      “Why do you think that is? If she had been willing to work with somebody with more potential, then there might’ve been more that they could do to fend off the danger of the Hith.”

      “The Hith seemed drawn to our abilities, Hevith. We haven’t really understood. At least, I haven’t really understood. It’s possible the Movras knew why and how they were drawn to us. That might be why she was unwilling to work with us.”

      Hevith didn’t think that was quite the case. Mother would have needed to have known more than she did in order to have followed them. She needed the inestar, not simply the power of any of the Jahor, in order to track them down.

      That suggested to Hevith that there was something more to it than simply the Hith ability to use that power and detect the Jahor who had talent.

      He grabbed Thom by the arm, dragging him out of the wagon. Thom winced but allowed Hevith to lead him.

      “How badly are you hurt?”

      “I’ll recover,” Thom said.

      “That’s not an answer. How badly are you hurt?”

      “When we were attacked, the Hith…”

      Thom held his gaze for a moment before lifting up his shirt. A large wound looked to be festering across his stomach. Streaks of black worked outward, enough that Hevith was able to make it out even in the darkness. He reached for it, but even before he touched it, he could feel the warmth radiating from the wound.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “There isn’t anything that you would be able to do. The Movras might’ve been able to help, but against Hith magic?” Thom shook his head. “There wouldn’t be anything even the Movras would’ve been able to do. I think it’s best I try to fight it.”

      “I might be able to…” Hevith trailed off as he realized there was nothing that he could do either. Without having the staff and any way of summoning the necessary power, he wouldn’t be able to call upon the magic that he needed in order to help heal anyone.

      “It’s all right, Hevith. None of this is your fault.”

      “No, but I should be able to do something to help you. Mel wanted me to assume the role of Movras.”

      “The Movras isn’t about knowledge. It’s wanting to bring people together. In that, I think that you are serving as Movras in a way even she failed to do.”

      Hevith held onto Thom, guiding him into the village. He ignored the looks of the villagers who remained in the streets. Most of them seem to be on guard, watching the caravan, almost as if concerned that the people within the wagons would do something. Did they think that Hevith and the others would suddenly start to attack?

      Hevith looked behind him. Coming back into the village with only Thom felt dangerous, but it was the kind of danger he thought he needed to risk. There were no Firsters with him. There was no Coldan. There was no Graychen. There was no Karn. No one here who might pose any real danger. Only Thom, and given the nature of his injuries, Hevith didn’t think he posed much of a risk.

      He should have gone for Karsten, but Karsten had more of an edge to her than even Hevith had ever possessed. If she learned that Valtek was unwilling to work with them, and that she had known Mel, Hevith could only imagine the way that she might react. Anger. But it might be more than just anger.

      As he neared the square, Thom started to slow. He leaned on Hevith, looking over at him, saying nothing. He was far more injured than Hevith had known.

      “You should’ve said something,” Hevith said.

      “What would there have been to say?”

      Two of the villagers who’d attacked him stood near the square. He remembered facing them, the way that they had pulled upon power, and he could see a hint of pale light glowing through them. They were able to reach this power of elaron without any help. They were connected to it somehow in a way that Hevith was not.

      This was what he needed from Valtek.

      “I need to see Valtek.”

      The nearest of them, a man who was probably ten years Hevith’s senior, glowered at him. He was muscular, dressed in a gray shirt and pants, but showed no sign of carrying a weapon. Hevith wondered if he could unsheathe and pose a threat before the other man was able to do anything but decided that given the nature of the other man’s connection to the elaron, he would be unlikely to pose much of a threat without drawing upon his own power.

      “Valtek is unwilling to meet with you. He has made his point clear.”

      “He made his point clear before, but I would like to see him.” He glanced over at Thom. “This man knows him. He trained together with him with Melahn.”

      Thom frowned, offering a slight shake of his head, but Hevith ignored it.

      “Why should Valtek want to see him?”

      “Because he’s injured. He needs help. Because he’s Jahor.”

      That last seemed to be the most important to Hevith, though he didn’t know if Valtek shared in that. Their conversations had left Hevith thinking that perhaps he didn’t. It was possible he had come out here to the village to hide, having no interest in trying to help any of the other Jahor.

      Hevith wasn’t entirely sure if that was the case, though. The nature of what he’d seen, and everything that he had detected from Valtek, left him questioning where his allegiance truly lay. He had concealed the village in an effort to try to help these villagers. He had wanted to protect the Jahor.

      That had to matter.

      The fact that Hevith wanted to help the Jahor had to matter.

      Thom was one of the Jahor.

      He looked over at the other man, noting how he struggled.

      If Hevith hadn’t gone to him, it was possible Thom wouldn’t have made it through the night. Why wouldn’t he have said anything?

      Hevith waited, and he worried that they wouldn’t let him and Thom see Valtek, but if they did, he was going to have to work quickly. Standing next to Thom, he could sense how he struggled.

      While one of the other villagers ran off to find Valtek, Hevith settled Thom to the ground. He closed his eyes, focusing on the sense of power within himself. He tried to use the lessons that he had learned from Mother and from Mel, but everything that he had learned was incomplete when it came to using that power—at least as far as Hevith was concerned.

      Thom’s breathing started to slow, and Hevith looked over to see whether Valtek was coming. There was no sign of the man, and if he didn’t arrive, then Hevith was going to have to do something to try to help Thom.

      He held his hand on the man’s stomach.

      There was Hith magic which influenced him, and within that Hith magic, Hevith was going to have to find an answer as to how to help him.

      If only he had the staff.

      He had to stop thinking like that. Even though he didn’t have the staff, he wasn’t completely helpless. That was the key. He had that power within him.

      He might not be able to use it quite as effectively as he wished that he could, but that didn’t change that the power existed within him.

      Hevith tried to clear away those thoughts, trying to focus only on that power of Callah flowing within him. It was there, drifting in the back of his mind, a faint awareness of that power, and he held onto it.

      Gradually Hevith was able to reach for it.

      As it built up within him, starting to bubble upward, he pushed it toward Thom.

      “Not like that,” a voice said.

      Hevith opened his eyes and saw Valtek crouching across from him.

      He looked down at Thom. “I don’t know this man.”

      Hevith debated how to answer. He wanted to do whatever he could to help Thom. He was his connection to Mel. “He trained with Mel.”

      “If he trained with Melahn, then he would have been able to teach you what you needed.”

      “He wasn’t talented enough.”

      Valtek started to glow softly.

      Hevith pulled his hands away, but Valtek shook his head.

      “Stay. You need to understand how to use this.”

      Hevith held his hands in place, and as the power began to build from Valtek, he watched, felt it, and was aware of just what the man was doing to Thom.

      A lesson.

      One of this first real lessons.

      It was something Hevith thought he might be able to replicate.
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      That one of the creatures was here couldn’t be a coincidence. Only, how would they have known Shae and I were here?

      Chaos now filled the inside of the tavern. Someone shouted behind me. The sound of tables getting moved out of the way came loud in my ears. My back was wet, and it wasn’t until I spun around that I realized ale covered me.

      What had happened?

      We’d been attacked.

      I had felt the nature of the attack and there hadn’t been anything I could do about it. When it struck, it had caught me from behind. The only thing I now had were the stolen vrendans I’d taken off the man.

      Using them, I called power to me.

      Something was off.

      When I’d used something similar before, they had pulled power into them. The very first of the vrendans I’d ever used had been a staff I’d taken off Morad, but there had been others I’d used over the years, to the point where I knew how to make them, even if I almost never did.

      Pain shot up my arm.

      I released the connection to the vrendan.

      The pain eased.

      There was movement near me. Spinning in place, I searched for Shae. She had to be somewhere nearby, though I could only feel the vague sense of her, not actually see her. Fire crackled along the walls, the lanterns that had been hanging on the walls knocked to the ground and leaving flames licking upward. The tavern was going to burn. Even with the elaron, there wasn’t anything I’d be able to do to put out the fire.

      Focusing my attention on the power of the elaron, I found it within me. The power was right within reach and I pushed it outward, holding it into a narrow band of power that streamed away from me and into a beam.

      An elaron sword.

      There had been a time when the Volatar had marched through entire cities with the elaron blade and cut down anyone who attempted to attack and hurt his people. When the power of the elaron began to fade, so did my desire—and ability—to try and attack in that way.

      Sweeping the blade from side to side, I found Shae lying on the ground near the counter. The owner of the bar looked over the counter, watching me. The sounds of movement and the chaos all around were enough that I would have expected him to have reacted by now.

      His strange eyes took on a different meaning.

      Him.

      Darting toward him, I pressed power into the blade as I approached, letting magic spill into it.

      There came another surge of movement.

      Twisting off to the side, I found one of the women attacking. Claws stretched out from her hands and somehow her entire demeanor changed. The low-cut dress she wore now revealed an animal-like chest.

      I swept the sword through her arm.

      The woman screamed as the pure beam of elaron cut through her arm, cleaving her claw from her body.

      If she was one of the creatures, then I had to be more careful with finishing her. The experience in the fortress had warned me that if I didn’t attack quickly and definitively enough, they could come back.

      Already I could feel the way one of them was trying to pull on power. I’d seen the way they’d pulled power before and knew it wouldn’t take much for them to be able to drain me. I thought I had enough control over the elaron within me to resist, but I didn’t know for certain. I still had to protect Shae. With her connection to that power, she would be in danger.

      With her remaining claw, the woman raked toward me.

      I darted back, rolling off to the side, and stabbed outward with the elaron blade.

      It connected with her chest. She screamed.

      Pouring power into it, the elaron exploded within her.

      I ducked back.

      Reaching Shae, I found the man from the table crouching next to her. As before, there was something almost familiar about him. I studied him quickly, noting the deep wrinkles in the corners of his eyes, the thinning hair, the tattered clothing. I didn’t know why he seemed familiar, only that he did.

      Kicking him away, I grabbed her and pulled, dragging her toward me. She glowed softly, and I didn’t know if that was because she tried to heal herself—knowing her power, it was possible she did—or whether this was someone’s attempt to drain her.

      “Get up,” I muttered, pressing a hint of power into her. I wanted to try to stir her awake, though I wasn’t sure if the power I held onto would be enough to do that. “We need to get moving.”

      She moaned, absorbing some of the power I offered to her, but didn’t come around.

      The man I’d kicked away tried to come toward me.

      He’d had vrendan he’d taken from the Jahor.

      Or so he’d said.

      These weren’t ours. Had they been, I would have recognized them. There was something dangerous about them that I could feel when I tried to summon power through them. Whatever else they were, they weren’t meant to be our vrendan.

      “Come any closer and I’ll—”

      “You’ll what? The Volatar isn’t what he once was.” The man twisted his head to the side, and a flash of power surged through him.

      It wasn’t elaron or ne’rash.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t use those powers against him.

      I stabbed with the elaron blade and he moved back.

      Adding a hint of ne’rash to the attack, I didn’t give him the opportunity to move away from me. The blade stabbed him, connecting with his chest.

      Power poured outward and exploded.

      He cried out before falling unconscious and dropping to the ground.

      Flicking my gaze around, I found two others near me. Both of them were dressed like the women I’d seen. The proprietor remained behind the counter, watching.

      That was who I needed to get to.

      As I started to my feet, the others pressed toward me.

      Power started to seep away from me.

      I tried holding onto it, but it wouldn’t be enough. As much as I wanted to hold onto that power, I could feel the way that it drained away from me. It wouldn’t work.

      These others would take that power.

      I had to get us out of here.

      Grabbing Shae and holding onto the blade of elaron, I kicked as the man tried to come toward me again. He’d survived being stabbed by me. That shouldn’t be possible. With the way we’d been attacked in the fortress and the power they’d tried to use against us, I thought I understood the nature of their power, but what they were doing—and seemed able to do—was more than that.

      The flames crawling through the tavern grew hotter.

      The tavern would collapse. These others didn’t seem to care.

      Who were they?

      What were they?

      I reached the door and kicked it open. Stepping out into the night, I backed away, watching the door.

      Shae moaned again.

      I’d have to find a way to help her, though now wasn’t the time or the place to do so.

      What I needed was Coldan. With his connection to the elaron, it was possible he’d be able to withstand this attack in a different way, though the burning building made it less likely it would even be necessary. There might not be anything we’d be able to do before the entire thing burned.

      Screams from inside caught my attention. They were the screams of the patrons of the tavern, not those of the creatures responsible.

      Could we leave them?

      I glanced down at Shae. There were times when I’d been forced to make difficult choices over the years. Protect one or protect many.

      This time wasn’t nearly as difficult.

      They weren’t my people.

      They weren’t Jahor.

      That was who I needed to protect. Shae. Others like her.

      We had to rebuild our numbers and be prepared for a new war. We had to find a way to recover from what had been done to us.

      Taking a deep breath, I ignored those sounds, backing along the street and watching the door to the tavern. The sense of the attackers was still there. They would return.

      I didn’t like the idea of leaving them behind knowing they were there, and worse, knowing that they knew who we were.

      “Hevith?”

      I spun, realizing that I still held onto the blade of elaron.

      Coldan noticed and unsheathed his sword in a flash.

      Erich looked at Shae. “I can help.”

      Handing her over, I nodded toward the door of the tavern. “There was something off inside.”

      “So you decided to burn it down?”

      “That wasn’t me, but I’m not disappointed it’s burning.”

      The ne’rash that still raged within me said that.

      “What happened?”

      “The creatures were there. Someone else with vrendans.”

      Coldan frowned at the term, his gaze darting to the tavern. “Why would they be here?”

      I shook my head. There hadn’t been any movement out of the tavern, so I didn’t know if they had another way out, though I expected there had to be something. They wouldn’t stay inside and burn.

      That was, if they could even burn.

      I had no idea what their weaknesses were. Within the fortress, I’d thought it was tied to the elaron and the ne’rash, using that to destroy them. At least, that was what I thought I’d done. I didn’t know if I’d actually destroyed them or not.

      “They could be anywhere. Isn’t that what they said? They can take on a different shape, they can steal power, and…”

      I noticed power started to drain from me again.

      The creatures were trying to take it.

      And take from Shae.

      The soft glowing from within her persisted, but now I noticed the way it drifted away from her, heading along the street, toward the tavern.

      “I have to go back,” I whispered.

      “And do what?” Coldan asked.

      Motioning to Shae, I said, “Look at her. Study the elaron within her. It’s starting to seep away. They’ve latched onto it and they’re pulling that power away from her. If they succeed…”

      We both knew what would happen if they succeeded. We’d seen it in the fortress. Shae would be drained of her power. Left empty. Dead.

      “Take her from here,” I said to Erich.

      He glanced down at her. “Where would I take her?”

      “Someplace on the edge of the city. Find a safe place. We’ll find you when this is over.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to be the Volatar.”

      Taking a deep breath, I filled myself with power again.

      I used that of the ne’rash. That of the elaron. Letting both of those powers draw into me. They filled me, sending power rolling through me.

      The blade surged outward again. This time, it was different than my usual blade of elaron. That was a sword of light, a blazing blade of destruction. The combined blade was no less a sword of destruction, only there was something else within it that left it darkened.

      Coldan caught up to me. “That was quite the statement. Do you mean it?”

      I glanced over at him. “As much as I can.”

      He followed me, reaching the entrance to the tavern. Flames crackling along the walls and through the building continued to erupt, leaving smoke trailing out onto the street. It wouldn’t be long before the smoke drew attention. Within cities like this, a fire brigade would be active, wanting to put out the flames before they consumed too much. Fire could be as destructive as magic, and worsened when augmented by real magic.

      I paused in the doorway, bracing myself for the heat and the flames. The power pressed outward, but it was mixed with something else. I recognized the energy within the air. Some of it came from the nature of the fire, nothing more magical than the power of flames that crawled along the walls. More of it came from the same sense that I’d had when we had been here.

      “What is that?” Coldan asked.

      “What do you detect?”

      “It’s not what I’m detecting. It’s what I can smell.”

      I breathed in, but the smoke made it difficult for me to smell anything.

      Coughing, I tried to clear my throat, needing to avoid the smoke. Somehow, I wanted to get a better sense of what Coldan detected, though there wasn’t anything within the flames and the smoke that I was able to uncover.

      Only the power that was there.

      Maybe that was what he detected.

      I darted forward, heading into the tavern.

      As soon as I was inside, something slammed into me. Had I not been embracing the elaron and the ne’rash, it might’ve thrown me back.

      I swept my gaze around the inside of the tavern, looking for signs of the creatures.

      The man that Shae and I had intended to drag out was no longer near the door. The proprietor wasn’t behind the counter. None of the women were nearby.

      “Who are we looking for?” Coldan asked.

      “There are at least four. Possibly five.”

      Coldan’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      As I looked around the inside of the tavern, noting the fallen patrons, those who had been sitting around the tables, I shook my head. “I’m sure it’s not.”

      Breathing in deeply, I pulled upon the power of the ne’rash. More than anything else, that destructive energy was going to be what we needed.

      As I did, there was movement nearby.

      I spun, sweeping my blade forward.

      It carved through something unseen.

      A shriek ripped at my ears and one of the creatures shimmered into view.

      Coldan grunted.

      I barely glanced in his direction before realizing that he was under attack.

      Somehow, they were able to conceal their presence.

      We couldn’t deal with invisible opponents.

      Maybe there was a way to fight through that.

      Targeting the nearest wall, I focused on the ne’rash power within me and let it out in an explosion. It slammed into the wall, leaving stone crumbling and toppling the wall itself. The stone sent debris flying, swirling into the room, mixing with the smoke that drifted outward.

      Two figures were caught in a swirl of smoke, suddenly visible where they had not been before.

      Holding on to the ne’rash and elaron blade, I slammed it forward, cutting through the space where they had been. The blade carved through them and one of them screamed. The other crumpled.

      I spun around again, prepared for a secondary blow. I had seen these creatures get up from something that should be a killing strike.

      One of them crawled along the ground.

      I wasn’t able to tell who this had been when we’d first entered the tavern. They were almost translucent, only swirls of smoke making them visible to me, and without any defining features. I held onto that power, letting it flow outward, trying to connect with what was there, but I couldn’t.

      Coldan spun, his sword glowing through his movements.

      He fought with such fluid grace that it was almost enough to be a distraction.

      Focusing on the next wall, I slammed the ne’rash power into it as well.

      I couldn’t be drawn away by the nature of the attackers, and I couldn’t be distracted by anything other than what I needed to do.

      Power slammed into the wall, exploding the stone. Dust and debris began to rain down and the smoke billowed in, revealing another creature. The figure was difficult to fully make out, though there was enough of a shape that I could see.

      I stared before darting forward, holding onto the blade in a way that would allow me to be able to attack again.

      Somewhere, Coldan cried out.

      I spun around, holding on to the elaron and the ne’rash power, and used that to focus, sending a blast of power away from me. It burst outward, striking something.

      I couldn’t tell what I struck, only that it slammed into something unseen.

      Coldan burst into a glowing light. His sword began to blaze brightly.

      The light from the sword pushed back something attacking near him. For a moment, I couldn’t take my eyes off him and the way that he darted through his series of movements. It was a powerful thing, the way that he was able to cut through the attackers, the power that he was able to use and the connection to the elaron that he barely knew he had.

      It glowed from him, leaving the sword glowing as well.

      The flames continued to build.

      There were still attackers around us. They were too many for me to follow.

      There wasn’t any pulling sensation on me, but that didn’t mean they didn’t pull on power from somewhere. Likely Shae, with what I’d seen. She was powerful, so if they were pulling on her power, then they would have access to enough energy that they would pose a danger to me because of it.

      Unleashing the ne’rash, I let that power slam outward.

      It struck another wall.

      This one collapsed much like the others. The attacks left the walls crumbling near me, but the flames began to die out.

      Coldan continued to fight.

      I focused on something else.

      There was the same feeling of movement near me that there had been before.

      Now that I knew the creatures could become essentially invisible, I had to find a way to attack them. I wasn’t sure what it would take, only that I wouldn’t be able to do so as blindly as I had before.

      The ne’rash had been particularly effective against them.

      Probably because they were pulling on the Jahor power. When they’d attacked in the fortress, they had been drawing on both Hith and Jahor.

      Could I use it like that again?

      I had to embrace the ne’rash. I would have to embrace that violence. Let go of the elaron.

      For those I had pledged to protect, I would do it.

      The Volatar had never embraced the ne’rash. The Volatar had used the power that he possessed with the elaron to punish those who held onto that power. The Volatar had destroyed those who used the ne’rash.

      The sword shimmered.

      Then the color shifted.

      No longer did it blaze with a bright light. Now it was darkness.

      Stalking forward, I still held onto that sword, letting the power flow from me. The energy was there, the ne’rash guiding me, and I could feel the presence of something else. I didn’t know what it was or what it meant, only that there was something else in front of me. I would find it.

      They would be punished.

      The ne’rash washed outward.

      There were many different ways to draw on that power. I had learned quite a few in the time that I’d been using it. Most often, it was as simple as trying to explode power from me, letting it be the destructive force that it could be. The ne’rash was something dark, which meant some part of me was dark. That didn’t mean I couldn’t find a way to use it for my people.

      There was another way to use the ne’rash. I had seen the Hith using it when I’d first been attacked by them. They were able to control that power as tendrils, letting that energy snake along from them. That was what I did now.

      I didn’t have the same control over it that the Hith did, but I had enough control to be able to use it to sweep outward. The tendrils caught something.

      Constricting that power, I slipped forward, holding onto the darkened blade of ne’rash energy, and wrapped that power around the creature I detected in front of me.

      They shrieked.

      Had I not embraced the ne’rash as fully as I now did, that shriek might be more than I could withstand. Even now, the shriek ripped through my ears, a painful sort of sound. Pleasing, in a sense.

      I carved through the creature.

      Squeezing with the ne’rash, I continued to hold onto it.

      It began to wither.

      Though I couldn’t see the creature, I could feel its presence within my power. I would use that and hold onto that energy, letting it flow outward from me.

      The shrieking eased. The writhing against the ne’rash ceased.

      There was nothing.

      Turning slowly, I swept outward, searching for another. There would be others here.

      I found one near the door and trying to escape.

      Smiling, I wrapped the ne’rash around this creature the same way I had before. As I held the creature within the ne’rash, I squeezed again, suffocating it under the power I was able to hold onto. It burst out of me, an easy sensation that I was able to continue to call on, letting it flow out of me.

      When I was convinced the creature wasn’t going to move, I turned my attention in a different direction, sweeping it around the inside of the tavern. There would have to be others here. I had seen several of them. Had felt them.

      When I stormed forward, the residual heat and flame tried to push me back.

      Anger surged in me. I used the ne’rash to tamp down the flame, squeezing it into nothingness. There was no reason I couldn’t suffocate that as well. The flames stopped trying to push me back.

      Then I turned. There were more flames.

      Was someone controlling the fire in order to attack me?

      I squeezed again. The ne’rash made me powerful. Holding onto that energy allowed me all that I needed in order to squeeze down these flames, to twist them into nothing more than a once-blazing coal. Even the smoke drifted to nothingness.

      Where were the creatures?

      They had to be here. Why hide in the fire? Why use fire magic against me if they were as powerful as they seemed?

      They must know something I didn’t.

      I would learn what they knew. I would find them. I would destroy them.

      I turned in place, holding that power, pushing as much as I could out from me. The ne’rash flowed outward, and I would use everything within me to destroy anything and anyone who dared try to attack me.

      That energy exploded all around me.

      Rather than focusing on one wall at a time, one fire at a time, or even one attacker at a time, I began to squeeze, pushing out the power of the ne’rash all around me in a way that would allow me to force that power downward. It continued to suppress everything that was there.

      I let out a cry of anger as the power continued to squeeze downward, forced away from me, ripping through whatever it was that attempted to attack me. I wasn’t able to see anything more than what was here now, but I was determined to figure out who was responsible for this.

      A strangled cry caught my attention.

      I stormed toward it.

      Could it be one of these creatures thinking to placate me with a cry?

      It wasn’t going to work.

      I had already suffocated two of them, along with the power they had attempted to use on me. I would continue to suffocate more of them, using as much power as I could and as much as I needed, in order to destroy them.

      I wasn’t going to hold back.

      The cry came again.

      I started toward it, listening. It was a whispering cry, and something within it that seemed familiar.

      Was that my name?

      Could they have discovered my name?

      That left me filled with even more anger. If they knew my name, they would know who was with me. They didn’t say Volatar. They didn’t say anything that I would have expected. They used my real name.

      Hevith.

      The cry came again, closer.

      I stormed toward the sound, the anger flowing within consuming me. It was the power of the ne’rash. That power was enough that I could find it, but I could use it. Whoever and whatever was out there would be destroyed by it.

      I found someone lying on the ground. They were glowing softly, trying to use the elaron—my power—against me.

      That left me filled with even more anger.

      I called to the ne’rash, letting that energy flow outward.

      I didn’t give them the opportunity to try to destroy me. The only thing they would have the opportunity to do was to die.

      Pushing more power out, the energy continued to slam into them.

      Once again, there came a soft cry, but this time, some aspect of it got through to me.

      Why would it reach through me?

      What was it that caught my attention?

      I focused on what I detected, the sounds that I heard, and realized what it was.

      The strangled cry was familiar to me.

      At first, I thought it was a trick. Knowing what I did of the creatures, knowing the way they used power, I had to believe that it was some sort of trick. They were trying to deceive me.

      Gradually, something else drifted into my mind.

      A memory.

      The glowing power was familiar to me.

      Why should it be familiar? The glowing power came from those who were stealing the elaron, stealing the power that I possessed, trying to use that against me.

      I would keep them from doing it.

      Only, there was something that I was able to detect within it.

      It was a familiar sense that struck me.

      As much as I tried to strain against it, I wasn’t entirely sure if I could.

      It was the ne’rash.

      That power was twisting me.

      I recognized the way that it was twisting me, the way that power was trying to force me to do something different, but I embraced it. How could I not when that power was the reason that I had survived?

      Once again, the strangled cry called out my name. This time, the elaron surged with it, the sword lying near the fallen creature glowing.

      Not a creature.

      The thought pierced the feelings I had. Within it, I recognized something.

      Coldan.

      How could I push those thoughts away?

      I didn’t know if it was even possible to do so. The power flowing within me was too much. I’d embraced too much of the ne’rash. I had allowed myself to destroy too much.

      The glowing crawled toward me.

      Something grabbed me.

      My first instinct was to attack, to lash out with the power of the ne’rash. I could suffocate this creature as well, the same way that I had suffocated the other creatures and the flames they had used against me.

      Only, I wasn’t entirely sure if that was what I should do.

      There was something that held me back.

      At first, I fought against it, but I could not.

      Power flowed into me.

      Was that the ne’rash?

      As I strained to try to understand, I couldn’t tell whether or not that power was the same. It was possible that it was not. It was possible that what I detected was something else. It was possible that the only thing I now felt was the ne’rash.

      How could I feel anything else when that power was all-consuming?

      How could I want to feel anything else?

      I did not. I wanted that power. I embraced that power. I let that energy fill me.

      Then I faded.

      “Hevith,” a voice said again.

      This time, there was no doubt that it was Coldan.

      He called out to me, trying to get my attention.

      The surge of the elaron flowed through me.

      It triggered something in me.

      An awakening.

      The ne’rash faded.

      At first, it did so slowly, almost as if the power didn’t want to leave me. How could it when it made me as powerful as it did? Then it began to retreat, withdrawing down into a sense of nothingness.

      Taking a deep breath, I looked around the inside of the tavern.

      No longer consumed by the ne’rash, I was able to make out what I saw around me much more easily. The fires were out, so if nothing else, letting that power overwhelm me had one positive to it. The tavern had been completely destroyed, leaving the walls caved in. I couldn’t tell if any of the people who’d been here before were still alive or not. The ne’rash might have been too much for them.

      There was Coldan, holding onto my leg. Power flowed out from him, though I doubted that he knew what he did. More likely he saw it as simply trying to connect to me.

      A man darted away from us, and it took a moment for my tired mind to realize it was the old man from the tavern. I could still feel the power of his vrendan.

      Coldan got to his feet and looked around. “That was close.”

      “The attack, or my use of the ne’rash?” My voice was still hoarse, enough of that power remaining within me to make me aware that I hadn’t fully let go of it. I would have to, somehow.

      “Both.”

      I took a deep breath. One of the problems with embracing it that much was that I could lose control—as I had. The memories of what it had been like when I lost control would remain within me. They were there now.

      The way that I’d felt when trying to suffocate the attackers had left me feeling powerful. It had felt right.

      Now it left me feeling empty.

      “What happened to the creatures?” Coldan asked. “I think I killed one, but the bastards are damn hard to bring down.”

      “I think they’re gone. I killed two of them. And if you killed one…”

      I looked around the inside of the remains of the tavern. If he’d only killed one, that left one of the creatures remaining.

      What would happen if that creature escaped?
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      The mournful sound of a wolf howled in the night. There were many sounds at night, including those from the campfire and the soft murmuring of voices from the village, along with the singing coming from the wagons, but wolves were new.

      “You’ve been doing well,” Valtek said.

      Hevith focused on the power within him. He tried to ignore thinking about it as the power of Callah. Valtek was quite persistent that he refer to it as the elaron. If that was how he needed to refer to it in order to learn everything that he needed to master, then he was determined to do so. Since hearing Mel call it that, he had started to shift his thinking, but Valtek remained convinced he had to abandon all references to Callah. That was Mother’s way of thinking about the power.

      “I still feel as if I can’t reach it as quickly as I would like.”

      “You can reach it.”

      Hevith held on to that power. Standing at the edge of the village with the wagons in view, he maintained his hold. It left him glowing softly, the elaron building up through him.

      In the days that he’d been working with Valtek, he had quickly learned to grasp for the power and hold onto it. It hadn’t taken nearly as long as he would’ve expected when he had first started learning.

      “Why is it you were able to teach me so quickly?”

      “Some are better teachers than students.”

      “Can you teach me to create the illusions like you used around the city?”

      Something changed for Valtek, a flash of darkness flickering across his face. “Those are difficult. An advanced use of elaron.”

      Which meant Hevith wouldn’t be able to do it. Not yet. There might be more that he could learn, though. “What happened between you and Mel?”

      Valtek sighed. “You were there, I take it?”

      “In Yarshin?” When Valtek nodded, Hevith did the same. “I was there. I was brought there as a prisoner and managed to escape. Mel took me in. She healed me. At least, I thought she healed me. Now I don’t really know. It’s possible I healed myself.” Hevith hadn’t given much thought to it, and it didn’t really matter. The only thing that mattered was that he had survived when he should have died. “There was another attack on the city and we went back to stop the attack.”

      “Why would you care to stop the attack if you weren’t trained?”

      Hevith tapped his pocket. In the time that he’d been working with Valtek, he still hadn’t told the man about the inestar. There was a part of him that wondered if sharing the inestar would lead to Valtek demanding to use it. He still didn’t know enough about him. He had worked with Hevith, offering some lessons on how to access his power, and with each of those lessons, Hevith learned a little bit more about how to use it, but he still didn’t have the same level of control that Valtek possessed.

      He had no idea what it would take to create the illusion of a village completely consumed by fire the way that Valtek had done when they had first arrived. He had no idea what it would take to even heal Thom the way Valtek had.

      “There was something in the city we had to go after.”

      He glanced at the wagons before nodding to himself. If Valtek was going to continue to help him, then he owed it to the man to reveal the reason behind what he intended—along with how he intended to accomplish it.

      Pulling the inestar out of his pocket, he held it. Now that he was able to draw the elaron to himself so easily, he sent it through the inestar. The device began to glow softly, and within that glowing came a steady pulsing.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “The soldiers were protecting it. They were sent to bring it to Mel.”

      “You understand what it is.”

      “I understand it allows me to summon the other Jahor.”

      “It can do more than that.”

      Valtek held his hand out, but Hevith hesitated.

      Shaking his head, he gave him the device.

      Valtek started to glow softly and power poured from him, into the device. It surged with energy, but it was a different nature of energy than what Hevith had called through it. As Valtek pushed that power out from him and into the device, the energy within it started to pulse, to practically hum against the backdrop of noise in the night.

      “It can summon the Jahor,” he said. “Drawing upon it like this allows one to put out a call.”

      “I know,” Hevith said. “Even without knowing what I was doing, I was able to use the device to send out a summons to others.”

      “There is another way of using it, but this is a little bit different.”

      He watched Valtek as he started to summon power. It swirled into the wand, building, and the inestar held onto it.

      In that way, it was similar to what the staff had done.

      “Does it hold both the elaron and the power of the Hith?”

      “The ne’rash,” Valtek corrected. “That is the name of their power. And the answer to your question is no. It would not hold the power of the ne’rash. This device is specifically keyed to the elaron, unlike the staff you held. That was different. That was designed to hold multiple kinds of power.”

      “Why couldn’t this do the same?”

      “That is not its design. You lose something in trying to command more than one power. In this case, trying to command both the elaron and the ne’rash would make it so that you aren’t as potent with either.”

      He swirled the inestar around, sweeping it in a pattern that reminded Hevith of the first night that he had encountered Valtek. When he had done so then, the other man had swirled his hands in a similar fashion, and power had exploded outward. Now that he was swirling the inestar, he traced similar patterns of the glowing white given off by the device.

      “It can hold power. A reservoir of sorts. By holding on to it, you can maintain a connection to the inestar beyond what you would naturally be able to do.”

      “That must be why Mother wants it.”

      “Tell me about this person.”

      “I’m not really sure what to tell you. She was within the prison when we were captured. At the time, we thought she was one of us. She spoke as if she were. She described herself as serving Callah, and it wasn’t until much later that we realized the truth. She’s Vicenz. She wanted the inestar.”

      Hevith hadn’t explained the Vicenz to Valtek, though he didn’t get the sense that he had to. It seemed that he already knew about them. “How did she know it was there?”

      “She knew there was something hiding within the prison, I think.” Hevith looked over toward the wagons. There was some aspect to Graychen and his need to hide the inestar that he still didn’t fully understand. How had Mother learned about it?

      “If one of them acquires something like this, it can be dangerous.”

      “I understand. She intended to use that to call to the Jahor for the Vicenz to use.”

      “It’s more than just summoning the Jahor. She can use it to draw power from them. She could surround herself with Jahor, and…”

      Valtek held the inestar up, and power exploded from it. When it was gone, he turned toward Hevith. As he did, Hevith could feel the energy of the elaron drawing off him. He tried to fight what the other man was doing, but the nature of the draw was such that he couldn’t overwhelm it.

      “Stop.”

      “With something like this, they would be able to neutralize your natural abilities. With something like this, you would power them, but not yourself. With something like this—”

      “Stop!”

      Valtek held the inestar up, and he let power erupt.

      Gradually, Hevith began to recover. It happened slowly, and he gritted his teeth against the sense within him. It was painful and he tried to ignore it but could not.

      Having power taken from him was a different sort of violation. Even when he’d been in the prison yard, there had been nothing quite so personal as what he had just encountered.

      “You see what I mean?”

      Hevith nodded slowly. “I see what you’re talking about with that power.”

      “If they learn how to make these, none of the Jahor will be safe.”

      “What does it take to make them?”

      “It’s similar to the staff you carried.”

      “Do you know it?”

      “Melahn did. She never showed me.”

      Hevith sighed, still feeling the residue of how Valtek had used the inestar. “The staff was helpful. When facing the Hith, having the staff allowed me to draw their power off so that they weren’t able to harm us.”

      “If you were to draw their power off, you would be tempted by it. The ne’rash is seductive, destructive. Its power does not mingle well with that of the elaron.”

      “I don’t know anything about their power other than what it felt like when I encountered it.”

      “What did it feel like?”

      “Fear,” Hevith said, shivering as he did. “I felt as if there was nothing that I was going to be able to do against it. I tried to resist that power, but against them, and against what they were doing to me, I wasn’t able to do anything.”

      “The Hith have become masters of the ne’rash, but there are others who use that same power.”

      “Like the Vicenz.”

      Valtek’s gaze narrowed. “A dark power. They steal all of it.”

      “Are they worse than the Hith?”

      “Are you worse than Melahn?”

      “I don’t think so. I’m not her.”

      “And those who use the ne’rash are not equal, either. Power itself is not the issue. It’s the intention behind it. The training given to the one who learns to use it. If you come to the elaron believing that it has beneficial purposes, then you will use it to benefit others. If you come to the elaron thinking it allows you to rule others, then it will lead you down that path. The same can be said about the ne’rash.”

      Hevith thought about his experience with the ne’rash and the way that the Hith had used that power around him. He couldn’t imagine it being used in any other way but for destruction. The power was far too much, and far too dangerous.

      “I haven’t seen anybody other than the Hith have that power naturally.”

      “Perhaps there are no more. There was a time…” Valtek shook his head, staring out into the night. “It doesn’t matter. What happened before, and what came before, no longer matters. All that matters is what is.”

      “That’s why you hide here?”

      “What you call hiding, I call protecting. I can use the knowledge that Melahn offered, and I can teach as many as are capable here. We have been safe. We have stayed away from the war.”

      “You’ve hidden,” Hevith said. “I don’t say that to disparage you. I understand needing to hide, and I understand wanting to keep those you care about safe. It’s just that you remain hidden. I would like to protect as many of the Jahor as possible, and I think we need to teach those who have the potential.”

      “Those who have the potential become a target for the Hith. That is something I agree with Melahn upon. Even you, Hevith, will become a target for the Hith.”

      “I’m already a target for the Hith.”

      “Which is why I offered to work with you. Teaching you this control doesn’t change your fate. You already attracted their notice.”

      Hevith held onto the power of the elaron, drawing it through him. It wasn’t so much a matter of pushing away his other senses. It was more a matter of focusing on what he could detect deep within himself. That power existed within him, and it was a matter of reaching out to it and grabbing it.

      “I wanted to try to protect the others from the Hith,” he said.

      “Melahn thought the same thing. She believed she could control the nature of the exposure to them. Sometimes that works, but other times…” Valtek shook his head. “Other times it is not successful. We think that we have control, but when it comes to the nature of the Hith and how they have decided to challenge our people, I’m not certain we can ever have control.”

      Hevith turned his attention out into the darkness. “I wanted to use the inestar to try to find as many of the Jahor as I can. I told Mel I would gather them together.”

      “Doing so will only draw more attention to them. You will call attention to the presence of the Jahor, and the Hith will come after you. Is that what you want for your people?”

      “What I want for my people is safety. Those who wish to try to oppose the Hith should be given the opportunity. Those who don’t should be given a safe place to live.”

      Valtek turned and faced the village. “When I first came here, I did it as a way of trying to ensure the safety of my people. The village has offered us protection, but mostly because I conceal our presence. I have no interest in revealing us to the Hith.”

      The sound of the voices in the wagons called to Hevith. They were singing, their voices loud and joyous, not afraid as they often were, and with no sense of the need to conceal their presence.

      Hevith wished he shared in that merriment. There was too much still at risk to do so. If he were to do what he intended, if he were to go after the Hith, to try to find Mother and whatever she might know about his family, he would be in danger.

      “Have you seen any sign of the Hith coming through here?”

      “We make an effort not to.”

      “But has there been anything?”

      “There has been no sign of anything. If there were, we would’ve avoided it. I would have concealed the village, much like I did when we detected you coming through.”

      “How is it you detected us in the first place?”

      “There are ways. There’s a sense of power exuded by those who have it. At the time when we detected you, I wasn’t entirely sure of the source of it. Perhaps it was only you I picked up on, but perhaps it was something else.” The other man frowned as he studied Hevith. “I wonder if it was the staff I noticed rather than the person carrying it.”

      “If you have a way of detecting the Hith, why do you need to be concerned?”

      “We’ve been surprised before.”

      “What happened?”

      “The Hith brought the fight to our village. It was only two of them, but we lost nearly a dozen people.” His voice grew softer as he spoke, and Hevith wondered if it was sadness or the quiet anger that Hevith would have felt had it happened to him. “I went after them.”

      “What happened when you caught them?”

      “The Hith used their power to ensure I could not get to them,” he said softly.

      Hevith didn’t need a reason to hate the Hith even more than he already did. The thought of the Hith and what they were willing to do angered him, filling him with rage at the mere thought of what they’d done to his people, at everything that had happened to the Jahor over the years.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “There is nothing for you to be sorry about. There is nothing you did. This is the Hith, their violence. This is their anger. Unfortunately, there is nothing that we can do to defend against them as they sow discontent.”

      Power began to build from Valtek, and it swirled around him. Hevith noticed that he was moving his hands slightly, twisting them off to the side. In doing so, the power shifted, twirling around him a little bit.

      “Do the movements you make with your hands make a difference?”

      “I like to think that they do, but I doubt it matters all that much.” Valtek smiled. “When I worked with Melahn, she called me a fidgeter. She said I would lose control because of the way I moved my hands. In her mind, controlling the elaron requires precise hold on one’s ability. I recognize there is something else we can do with that power, and I recognize each person has a different way of connecting to it. In my case, fidgeting is my way of controlling power.”

      “I don’t think fidgeting will help me.”

      “I doubt it will,” Valtek said. “All of the people who I’ve tried to train have found my technique is ineffective for them.” He smiled again. “Many have tried, though. They think that if I can do it, they should be able to as well. I’ve tried to explain that each person has their own particular way of pulling upon power. Power is individualized within the person, no different than a person is individualized.”

      “You helped me reach for the power.”

      “Reaching for it and controlling it are different things. You’ve mastered reaching it, but you need to continue to control it. The first step is gaining the necessary control over your power so that you can use it effectively. From there, it’s a matter of learning techniques, various ways of drawing that power, various ways of using it.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      “You will. When you live with the power of the elaron long enough, eventually you begin to understand everything that’s possible with it. The more people you are around who are using that power, the more ways you see that power utilized, the greater your control over it becomes.”

      Hevith studied him. He hadn’t been around very many people who used elaron, but one thing he was able to determine was that now that he had a greater control over it, he could see the nature of how it could be drawn. There was more to the power that he might be able to learn about. When he sensed Valtek drawing power, he was able to understand the way it was used. In time, he wondered if perhaps he might be able to better understand how to use the elaron simply by watching those who did.

      “You could help.” Hevith turned toward Valtek. “With your help, I could go after more of the Jahor. We could save them.”

      “There was a time when I would’ve wanted to help. Now I care only about saving my people. My people might be Jahor, but they are also my people.” Valtek watched him, frowning. “I can see something on your face. You’re troubled. Who did you lose?”

      “My family,” Hevith said softly. He squeezed the inestar, and even without meaning to, he pushed power out through it. It glowed softly, giving off enough illumination to see the wagons much more clearly. They were another reminder of all of those he had lost. “We were attacked by the Hith. Only two of us survived, and the other man who did was lost later.”

      “Is that why you seem so motivated to go after the Hith? Are you after revenge?”

      “It’s not revenge.” When Valtek arched a brow, Hevith shook his head. “I don’t think it’s revenge. My family may still be alive. The inestar can help me find them.”

      “Possibly. Then again, it may not help you with what you want. If you think the device is going to lead you directly to your family, you might be disappointed when you don’t find what you long for. The power within it, and the power you’re able to control through it, is not specific enough for you to be able to direct it in such a manner.”

      Hevith nodded. “I’ve spent the last few months thinking that my family is dead. Longer, even. I would’ve gone on believing they were truly gone, and perhaps that would have been better. Unfortunately, one of the Hith told me this person who helped hold us in prison knows what happened with them.”

      “And you believe them?”

      “I wouldn’t, but they also knew how to find the other man who survived. He wasn’t in prison with me initially but was brought there after she discovered I had a connection to the elaron.”

      “I can help you use this device. I can help you hold power within it. I can even help you recognize the echoes from others who possess a similar power. None of that will help guide you to your family.”

      “I don’t know that I need it to guide me to them. I need to find the Hith and Mother.”

      “Even if you find her, are you sure you want to?”

      “She needs to make amends for what she did.”

      “How do you see that playing out?”

      Hevith frowned. “I don’t know. I thought I was going to force her to teach me what she knew about the elaron, but now I’m not as certain.”

      “If you capture her, do you think you’ll have the nerve to kill her if it comes to it?”

      “I’ve killed other Hith.”

      “Have you done so intentionally, or has it been because you were forced to defend yourself?” Valtek flashed a smile at him. “I don’t say that as a way of trying to make you question anything more than the choices you’re making. If you intend to go after this person, you should do so with an open mind and an understanding of just what it means that you will be doing. You should do so prepared for what that means for you.”

      “What does it mean for me?”

      “It means you have made a choice about how to use your power. Do you want to be someone who protects his people?” Valtek glanced behind him, sweeping his gaze across the village. “That is how I’ve chosen to use my connection to the elaron. For right or wrong, I have chosen to hold onto the power in a way that allows me to try to protect those I have chosen. What you intend, and the way that you describe your desire to pursue this power, suggests to me that you would be willing to do something different. It suggests you would be willing to be someone different. All I suggest is that you consider carefully your choices before you make them. Understand what it means for you. Understand what it means for your people.”

      Hevith held Valtek’s gaze for a long moment. “The Hith will bring war regardless of whether or not we want it. Hiding doesn’t change that.”

      “Hiding protects my people.”

      “It doesn’t protect all of our people. It doesn’t protect the rest of the Jahor. There are people in other cities and other places who don’t have the luxury of someone like you who trained with Mel and know ways of concealing themselves. Those are the people who need my help. Our help.”

      “That’s a different reason than going after your family.”

      “Is it? If my family is Jahor”—and Hevith didn’t know whether or not they were, struggling with the idea that his parents had concealed that from him—“then going after those who need help would be the same as helping my family.”

      Valtek fell silent and Hevith wondered what he might say, but he looked back toward the village. Power built from him, emanating away from him for a few moments before retreating again. “I will do what I can to protect my people. You do what you need to protect yours. I will teach you what I can while you’re here, and then the rest will be up to you.”
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      It was late when Hevith began to feel something rustling within him. It was a strange sensation, and at first he wasn’t entirely sure just what he detected. He sat up, looking around, a hint of confusion washing through him. For a moment, he thought that he was back in his family’s wagon. There was the familiar sense of pressure all around him, a sense that came from the wagon itself, the sounds of the wind whistling through cracks within the wagon, and a familiar sense of warmth.

      As he looked around, he struggled with what had alerted him. Something had stirred him from his sleep.

      He was alone in the wagon. That wasn’t unusual, especially when the weather was as nice as it had been. Most people wanted to sleep out in the open, with the stars overhead, the smells of the fire crackling nearby. Not all, though. Some preferred to sleep within the wagons. Hevith was one, though his desire came from a different place. His was from a sense of familiarity.

      He pushed open the door to the wagon, looking out into the night. The fire at the center of the circle of wagons had burned down to coals. It crackled softly. All around the camp, there were people sleeping, snoring softly. Several sat off to one side, murmuring quietly to each other, their voices barely more than a whisper above the sound of the breeze and the insects chirping on it.

      Hevith looked everywhere around him. It troubled him that he would have detected something, but even more troubling was that he had no idea what it had been.

      Buckling his sword onto his waist, he slipped on his boots and strode forward, moving through the camp. A few people stirred as he passed them, glancing in his direction, but for the most part he was careful not to disrupt anyone and wake them. When he reached the edge of the camp, he squeezed between the wagons and stepped free.

      Moonlight shone through the cloudless night. It left a faint silvery light sweeping across the ground. In the distance, he could see the village, and there were a couple lanterns or candles burning within windows, but for the most part, the village was dark.

      Could he have detected something from within the village?

      He didn’t think Valtek had placed another illusion upon the village. He saw through the streets, the buildings as they should be, the cobblestones reflecting some of the moonlight, and a few people meandering along the street.

      A patrol.

      He hadn’t realized that Valtek had put people out on patrol, but as he watched, he could tell that was certainly what they were doing.

      He smiled to himself. It wasn’t an unwise thing to do. With strangers camped at the edge of the village, and with Valtek’s stated desire to protect his people, Hevith wasn’t entirely surprised. What did he think that Hevith and his people would do?

      He made a slow circuit of the entirety of the village, not heading into it. Instead, he stayed at the perimeter, walking along the outskirts of the village, glancing inside every so often before turning his attention back out into the night. The darkness pressed in upon him, giving him the energy of this place and the sense of something heavy that settled in the pit of his stomach.

      That heaviness was what he detected.

      Could it be that Valtek was drawing upon power?

      Hevith thought that if that were the case, he would feel power in a much different way. He would’ve expected that Valtek would have released that power in a way that he would notice and identify with.

      Instead, this was something else.

      The weight was there, though perhaps it was little more than nausea. They had eaten differently over the last few days than he had in quite some time. Not only had there been the meats that his people, along with those of the village, had caught, but there were breads and sweets that he had been unaccustomed to over the last few months. He couldn’t remember the last time that he had fresh bread prior to coming to the village.

      Taking another deep breath, he turned his attention out into the night.

      He thought about the power he detected within himself. He called upon the elaron, letting it fill him. It settled through him, swirling up from a place buried deep within him, and he poured it out. He used that to illuminate everything around him.

      Alicia made her way toward him, saying nothing for a few moments. She wrapped her arms around herself, the soft breeze fluttering her hair.

      “Do you think we can trust them?” Alicia asked.

      Hevith stared into the darkness, not wanting to draw any attention, focusing on the elaron all around him. “I don’t know.”

      “Staying here—”

      “I don’t know that we can stay here, either,” he said.

      “You would have us keep moving north.”

      “Eventually,” he said.

      “And then what?”

      “Safety.”

      “What if there isn’t safety in the north?”

      Hevith had been heading this way, believing that there was something here. The words his father had spoken, the belief that he had, stayed with him.

      More than ever, Hevith had come to believe there would be other Jahor in the north.

      Wasn’t that what he felt?

      “Then we find another way.” He took a deep breath, looking at her. “You should get some rest.”

      “So should you.”

      “I will.”

      She lingered for a moment, watching him, before taking his hand and squeezing it. She looked up, meeting his eyes, and then let go, returning to the wagons.

      “There you are,” a voice said behind him.

      Hevith turned carefully and noticed Coldan watching him. Karsten was with him, which surprised Hevith. “You should be sleeping.”

      “I find I don’t need nearly as much sleep as I once did,” Coldan said.

      Hevith glanced at Karsten before turning back to Coldan. “I’m sorry.”

      “That I can’t sleep?”

      “That you have changed as much as you seem to have,” Hevith said.

      “It’s difficult to know what to make of it.”

      “It made you stronger,” Hevith said.

      The other man nodded. “Stronger. Faster.”

      “And better connected to the elaron.”

      “If you say so,” Coldan said.

      “That’s what I detect from you.”

      “Is that why I was able to track you?”

      Hevith held onto the sense of the elaron, letting it swirl out from him. “I wasn’t drawing upon it until I stopped here.”

      “Maybe not consciously, but I still felt something.”

      Hevith looked over at Coldan. “I don’t know what I expected to find out here. Something awoke me from sleep, but I’m not entirely sure what it was. I thought…” He shook his head, frowning. “Perhaps it doesn’t matter what I thought. I recognize there was something, and I came out here thinking I might be able to uncover what it was.”

      “By staring into the dark?”

      “The only thing I’ve found is that I still don’t understand what I detected.”

      “Maybe it will make more sense in time. For both of us.”

      Hevith frowned. “I don’t know. I’d like to rest. I think I need to.”

      “We all need to rest. You should sleep.”

      “Whatever I’m detecting is keeping me up.” He frowned, thinking about the power he detected. It had left him unsettled.

      “Could it be Hith?”

      “I’m not sure that I would recognize if it was.” At his words, Coldan frowned. “I’m better connected to this power than I had been before, but I still don’t detect anything any better than before.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I asked Valtek to stay with us.”

      “What did he say?” Karsten asked.

      “He wants to protect his people.”

      “Does that surprise you?” Coldan asked.

      “No. Everything I’ve seen from him suggests that’s all he cares about.”

      “What more do you think that you might be able to learn from him?” Karsten asked.

      “He knows how to control the power of elaron. With as potent as he is, I think I might be able to learn how to use it and control it myself.”

      “Do you think you could replicate the way he created the illusion around the village?” she asked.

      “Maybe if I saw it again, but right now it would be beyond my abilities. Maybe healing. I feel as if I should be able to restore those who are injured. I can feel the way that it fills me. There’s a sense of that.”

      Coldan started to say something, but the unsettled feeling began to build in the pit of Hevith’s stomach once again. He frowned, turning his attention back out beyond him.

      “I feel something,” he whispered.

      “I can see that,” Coldan said.

      “How?”

      “You’re glowing more than you were before.” He nodded to Karsten. “As are you, though not as brightly.”

      Hevith looked down at himself and realized that he was pulling upon more power than he had been. By doing so, it created a soft glowing light around him. That energy began to fill him, and he held onto it.

      He started forward, focused on what he detected. “I don’t know what it is,” he said.

      “We should get others,” Coldan said.

      Hevith glanced outward, but the building pressure, continuing to rise within him, prompted him to head away from the wagons and toward what he detected. Coldan stayed with him.

      Hevith used the sense in the pit of his stomach to help drive him. That was what he had to focus on. Unsheathing his sword, he found the blade glowing. Coldan was next to him, his own sword unsheathed, glowing.

      “I wish I had the staff,” Hevith said.

      “Would it help more than a sword?”

      “I feel like it would. I don’t know.”

      “Can you not use the sword in the same way?”

      “The sword doesn’t draw that power out as well.”

      He didn’t even know if it would draw anything of it. He might be able to call power from it, and he might be able to use the power of the elaron, but Hevith didn’t know if he could do anything more than just that. With the staff, he would’ve been able to draw the Hith magic out and redirect it.

      Hevith could still feel the nausea building within his stomach. It was becoming stronger. That couldn’t be chance. The nausea suggested there was something else taking place.

      Suddenly, power built behind him. Near the village.

      Hevith started sprinting.

      Coldan and Karsten ran with him, but Hevith shook his head. “Go ahead of me. You can move faster than I can. Whatever is happening is near the village. Get there and help them.”

      Coldan glanced over, and for a moment, there was a look of concern on his face. It was almost as if he feared leaving Hevith here.

      “I’m going to be fine. But they need your help. If there’s something attacking, do whatever you can.”

      Hevith hurried after Coldan, who loped off much more rapidly than Hevith could. He disappeared into the night.

      Hevith ran toward the village. In the distance, he could feel the power there, but he didn’t notice anything else.

      Then fire exploded.

      It burst into the night, the power slamming around the village.

      It seemed to be something similar to the illusion. One of the homes on the outskirts of the village burst into flames, darkness swirling around it. Fire crackled in the night.

      Hevith stared at the flames for a moment before starting forward, racing after it.

      He kept his sword unsheathed, but even with the sword, he didn’t know if there was anything that he might be able to do.

      He didn’t detect anything that would suggest to him that it was the Hith. If not the Hith, then…

      Mother.

      Where was Coldan?

      The Firster should be somewhere here, but Hevith didn’t see any sign of him. The power of the elaron should flow from him, from the sword, making it so that Hevith would be able to find him more easily, but the only thing he could see in the night was the power coming off his own sword.

      Sound near him caught his attention and Hevith turned toward it.

      A darkened shape made a sharp motion toward one of the buildings.

      Hevith raced toward the figure.

      Was it one of his or one of the villagers?

      As he neared, the figure turned toward him. A flickering of darkness mixed with a circle of light spread outward from the figure.

      Not a villager. And not from the wagons.

      Hevith brought the sword around.

      The figure attacked.

      Something struck Hevith in the center of his chest, knocking him back. The force of it reminded him of what he’d felt when Valtek had struck him with his power. At least with that, Hevith had been able to deflect a bit of the power. His own connection to the elaron protected him. Whatever hit him now was more than he could withstand.

      He struggled to get up. Breathing hurt. His lungs felt like they were on fire.

      The figure loomed over him.

      Hevith recognized the power they used. One of the devices like Mother’s.

      They held it out toward him.

      One of the Vicenz.

      “Wait.” His voice came out in a croak, barely able to get the words free.

      In the faint firelight from the burning village, Hevith could see the figure sneer at him.  He tried to focus on the elaron the way that Valtek had instructed. It was a matter of finding the power within himself. Not a matter of pushing away all sense of everything else, but of focusing on what he could feel deeply buried within him.

      It was there.

      That power had to be there.

      Hevith could call to that power, but it was a matter of reaching it while he suffered.

      The figure didn’t seem to notice what he tried to do. He stared down at Hevith, a dark expression glittering on his face. Power radiated from him, that of the elaron, but there was something different mixed within it. Probably the ne’rash, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure if that was what he sensed.

      The figure moved closer.

      Power began to build from him again, flowing from the man.

      Hevith cowered, trying to move away, but everything still hurt too much.

      That energy swung toward him.

      Hevith expected the blow, but it never came.

      The attacker grunted.

      Hevith looked up and saw Coldan behind the man, his blade ripping through him. He pulled upward on the blade until the man sagged, falling forward.

      “Get up,” Coldan said.

      “Hurts.”

      “I’m sure it does. Get up. Others need you.” Coldan held his hand out.

      Hevith reached for it, making it to his feet. He winced as he did, the pain in his chest not easing. If only there were some way to use the power of the elaron on himself in the same way that he could use it on others.

      First he had to reach it.

      Hevith closed his eyes briefly, long enough to focus on what he could detect around him. There wasn’t much. A flickering of energy. The fire within the village.

      Those were the things he had to push away from himself. What he needed was to focus on what was inside of him. The elaron was there. The sense of power that existed was something that he could reach. What did it matter if he was in pain?

      If he couldn’t reach for that power, then others would be in pain.

      Gradually, he felt it within him.

      Buried deep, the sense of the elaron burned within him. It was a pleasing sort of sensation, a warmth that washed up through him. The power came slowly, building up through him until he felt it working all through his body.

      Hevith held onto that power, letting it flow into him, and embraced it.

      Pale light poured from him.

      The pain eased in his chest. At first, it dissipated slowly, but as Hevith began to hold onto the power of the elaron, he was able to feel even more of that pain disappearing until there was nothing left of it.

      “Better?” Coldan asked.

      He’d been standing, watching, saying nothing.

      Hevith nodded. “Better. Thank you.”

      “Then we need to get going.”

      Coldan jogged into the village.

      Hevith followed, holding onto the sword, but wondered if the sword was really what he should be focusing on. If there was a power here, then he would need to find a way to pull it away.

      The attacker had used some of the elaron. Hevith had felt the way that he had done it.

      If that were the case, then could he use the inestar to try to draw away that power?

      It might work.

      He would have to try.

      He reached for it, holding onto the elaron that flowed in him. That power pushed away, out into the inestar, and away from him. While holding onto that power, Hevith felt the stirrings of energy in the air.

      There was a sense and a reverberation from that energy. It called to him, drawing him forward, practically compelling him to head toward what he detected.

      Hevith made his way toward it.

      Buildings burned all around him. The village was destroyed.

      The raiding party moved into the village. Hevith attempted to use the inestar to draw the power off the buildings, but it didn’t work in that way.

      Hevith focused on the flames all around him, and he held out the sword. That wasn’t going to work to draw the flames off, nor would it work to draw off the power. He thought about what he was calling through the inestar, the nature of energy that existed within it, and attempted to draw off that power.

      As he held onto it, there was no response.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t be possible.

      “What are you doing?” Coldan asked.

      “I’m trying to remove the energy I detect here.”

      Coldan grabbed him, thrusting him forward. “That’s not what we need to be spending our time on. The people need us.”

      “What people?”

      As Hevith looked around, he realized something. There was no sign of any of the villagers.

      Given what he had seen so far, he would’ve expected that the villagers would be here somewhere, but he saw nothing of them.

      Could they all have headed deeper into the village?

      Considering the nature of the attack, it was possible they had. It was possible they had been forced toward the center of the village.

      He raced forward with Coldan, ready for anything.

      When he reached the village green, he realized he wasn’t prepared for anything.

      Whatever magic the raiders were using tore through the villagers, ripping through them with a power and magic that left them screaming. Somehow, the sound of their screams had been muted.

      Now that he was here, the screams rang out against the night.

      He lunged forward, swinging his sword, but Coldan grabbed him again.

      “Not with that.”

      He frowned a moment but realized what he was saying.

      Holding up the inestar, Hevith pointed it toward the figure. He unleashed the elaron out through it. It exploded, slamming into them.

      Coldan was there. He stepped forward, driving his blade into the fallen attacker, carving through him.

      There were others, and now that Hevith was there with the inestar, they turned their attention to him.

      Hevith used that same power, drawing through the inestar, letting it explode outward. He held onto that, using the power as he did, and unleashed attack after attack.

      With each attacker who fell, Coldan followed, carving them down brutally. He was efficient with his attacks, and he didn’t hesitate. Karsten fought alongside him, nearly as efficient.

      A flicker of something Valtek had said to him came to mind. Was this how Hevith wanted to use his power?

      Seeing the fallen villagers, hearing their screams, he knew that he had no other choice. This was what he needed to do. It might not be what he wanted.

      Something struck him.

      This time, filled with the power of elaron as he was, the blow didn’t knock him back nearly as far as the other had. Hevith swung his gaze, looking over toward the attacker, and found someone holding a short length of wood.

      It had to be similar to the staff.

      He could detect the elaron within it.

      Using the inestar, Hevith drew that power off. It worked the way he hoped, calling the elaron out of the device the Vicenz carried, leaving him with only one other aspect of magic.

      The ne’rash.

      The man brought it up and pointed at Hevith, who prepared to summon the elaron through the inestar, preparing an attack of his own, but it wasn’t necessary.

      Coldan was there.

      He reached the Vicenz, hacking off his arm, and the short length of wood fell with a clatter to the ground.

      Hevith scrambled for it, reaching it and grabbing it before spinning it in his hand. He twisted it in place, looking everywhere, but he felt as if there was something missing.

      There had to be other fighting.

      Where was Valtek?

      There had to be some reason that the villagers had been brought into the heart of the village. Someone must have known that Valtek would do anything to protect them. If they knew that, then they might use him. They might use the villagers against him.

      “We need to find Valtek,” he said to Coldan.

      Hevith scanned the faces of the villagers. Some had fallen. Too many were gone, unmoving on the ground. Pain seemed to have been permanently etched across their faces. It pained Hevith to see them that way and he shook his head, wanting nothing more than to offer them something but not knowing what it would be. He couldn’t even offer them a sense of peace.

      He made a circle around the fallen villagers, curious how many could be saved.

      As far as he could tell, everybody still suffered. Many of them looked as if there was nothing that could be done for them.

      Hevith would have to find some way of helping.

      Could he use the elaron?

      Even if he could, it might not matter. Given what these people had gone through, the attack and brutality they’d suffered, it wasn’t a physical ailment that would be repaired. This was more about the emotional injury. It was the same as the prisoners had sustained. Many of them had not fully recovered from what they’d experienced.

      “Where’s Valtek?” he asked a man lying on the ground. He was older, with graying hair and caked blood on one cheek. He looked up at Hevith, blinking. “Valtek. Where is he?”

      The man continued to stare, almost as if he couldn’t answer.

      Hevith crouched down next to him, touching him on the wrist, and the man jerked away.

      Coldan stood at the edge of the square, his gaze looking outward. There was something that troubled him, though Hevith wasn’t able to tell what it was from where he stood.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s something off,” Coldan said.

      “I think there’s quite a bit that’s off,” Hevith said.

      He followed Coldan, and they headed toward the edge of the village square.

      There wasn’t a sense of power that he could detect, though there was something. Hevith looked all around him, using the sense of the elaron to guide him.

      Valtek would be connected to that power, so all he had to do would be to find a way to listen for it. If he could do that, then Hevith thought that he might be able to uncover what else was taking place here.

      The elaron didn’t guide him anywhere.

      Turning his attention back toward the others who’d been injured, he found them lying in place, some of them crying out and others of them unmoving. There wasn’t any sign of Valtek.

      “Where would he have gone?” he asked Coldan.

      “I don’t know. If he’s here—”

      “He wouldn’t have gone anywhere else. He’d be too concerned about his people to do anything but stay here.”

      If that were the case, Hevith had to find him.

      The short staff.

      That was what he needed to use. With something like that, Hevith could draw away any power like that of the ne’rash and might be able to remove Hith magic that concealed his ability to see what was taking place.

      Using the staff, he pulled on the sense of the ne’rash. Power flowed into the staff, drawn off everything around him. There was power nearby, but not so much that he thought that he wouldn’t be able to pull it away.

      The darkness lifted.

      It was a little change, not much more than that. As he continued to pull on power, he could feel the shifting of the darkness. Shadows that had layered over the village moved, sliding toward him and the strange staff he held. It wasn’t much, but it seemed as if it were working.

      “What are you doing?” Coldan whispered.

      “The same as I did before. There’s Hith power here.”

      “Those weren’t Hith.”

      Hevith shook his head. “You’re right. They’re like Morad and Mother. Vicenz. They weren’t Hith, but they used Hith power. They can call on that same power, similar to how Mother was able to use the power of elaron. It’s borrowed. Stolen.”

      “We need to understand how they can do that.” Coldan glanced at him. “It would be useful.”

      It might be, though Hevith didn’t know if they would be able to have any others use that power or not. It might be that only those with enough control over the elaron would be able to use the staff. That would mean Coldan. Perhaps others of the Firsters.

      As they worked through the village, the darkness seemed heavier. The power he tried to draw from it became more difficult.

      Whatever they faced was in front of them.

      Hevith paused.

      Using the inestar, he focused on the power of elaron and tried to determine if there was anything there that he might be able to feel. For a moment, there was nothing, but then the sense began to come to him, increasing with intensity. That power was out there, near him.

      There was something familiar about it.

      Hevith was trying to understand what he detected when he realized why it was so familiar. It pressed into the inestar.

      Power flowed.

      Not by force, and not by anything that Hevith did. The power he detected came from Valtek. He was trying to push power into the inestar.

      It was a warning. And it was his way of pushing Hevith back.
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      The power coming from Valtek continued to build through the inestar. Hevith held it, noting the way that power filled him, giving him more energy than he would have had on his own. With what Valtek did, the gift he offered through his pushing of power, Hevith would have more elaron to use.

      He knew how Valtek would have him use it.

      Protect the villagers.

      “Gather the Firsters,” he said to Coldan.

      “How many?”

      Hevith shook his head. “As many as you think safe to risk. I don’t know what they’re doing here, but Valtek is captured. He’s pushing power at me.”

      Coldan turned his attention toward the darkness. He didn’t take any steps into it. Hevith would have grabbed him and prevented him from doing so were he to try. He didn’t want Coldan to do anything that would lead him into more danger than he was already in. Hevith suspected Coldan would push himself more than he needed to.

      “Why would he be pushing power at you?”

      “I think because they’re trying to pull power off him.”

      Hevith didn’t know if that was the case or not. With how little he could detect, it was difficult to tell whether there was anything more taking place. The only thing he was fully aware of was the darkness, that power he believed was tied to the ne’rash, looming in front of him. He could feel that power and could feel the way it rolled outward. It seemed to Hevith as if it were trying to overwhelm him. With more energy coming from it, he worried that it might succeed.

      “What do you think we can do?”

      He shook his head. “They aren’t the Hith. They might be using the same kind of power, but it’s stolen power. No different than how Mother took our power. It’s not something they will be able to control quite as well.”

      Having worked with Valtek, Hevith realized it was the truth. Mother had known how to use some aspects of the elaron, but she’d not been nearly as capable with it as someone who came to that power naturally. That was the key. Whoever used that power—and he didn’t know if it was Mother or someone else like her—would have access to more than just the power of elaron or the power of the ne’rash. They would have access to both. He suspected there was other magic in the world as well. If that were the case, then it was also possible they’d be able to reach for that power.

      “You won’t do anything—”

      “I’m not going to go rushing in, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

      Coldan offered him a half smile. “A little bit. I’ve seen your willingness to fight.”

      “And I’ve seen your willingness to fight. Go. Get the others.”

      Coldan raced off, disappearing back into the village. It left Hevith focusing on the power he could detect. There was considerable energy around him. The darkness didn’t change. That reassured him. For now.

      A different thought came to him. If they were using Valtek to draw power from, what would happen if they were to capture him?

      Hevith needed to interrupt whatever was taking place here. He needed to ensure that Valtek survived to teach him. It was practical and selfish, but no less true. If he had Valtek’s knowledge, he could do more for the Jahor.

      Hevith swept his gaze around, looking for anyone else near him. He saw nothing.

      Pressure continued to build through the inestar.

      Could he redirect it?

      Even if he did, what purpose would there be in redirecting power? Valtek intended for him to shift the nature of that power, and he had wanted Hevith to do so in order to protect the villagers. Hevith could feel that in the way he’d given him the power through the inestar.

      Hevith needed to use that power.

      He let that energy come to him, drawing upon it, and began to push outward.

      There was a surge through the inestar. It seemed as if it trembled, almost as if Valtek tried to send him a message, but Hevith thought he understood what the man intended.

      He wanted Hevith to stop.

      How could he stop?

      He wasn’t about to leave Valtek behind.

      He knew what purpose he had for the magic.

      If that was the lesson Valtek wanted from him, the lesson the other man had hoped he would learn, then it was a lesson that Hevith already understood.

      He had no hesitation about using the magic he possessed in order to protect the Jahor. He had done so already, and when confronted with Hith—or other attackers—Hevith did not blink. He would use that edge within him. He would use that anger, which remained a part of him. He wouldn’t hide the Jahor the way Valtek intended. He would protect them.

      All of the Jahor.

      That meant his family. That meant anyone else who needed him.

      That was what Hevith would do.

      He continued pushing, letting the energy ease away from him.

      Something out there in the night began to shift.

      He needed to give Coldan more time to get to him, and to give the Firsters a chance to reach them, but there was something else that Hevith thought he might be able to do.

      By attacking, Hevith could draw the attention to himself. When the Firsters arrived, Hevith would be able to use them and their power to overwhelm the attack. He didn’t doubt he would be able to use that power.

      Coldan would be angry with him, but it wouldn’t be the first time Coldan had been angry with him. In this case, he couldn’t deny Coldan would have wanted him to wait, if only so he might be able to offer his help so that Hevith didn’t end up dead.

      Pushing power outward, he could feel the resistance and the change that was there. He held onto that power and continued to push. There was the magic of the inestar and that which Valtek tried to push toward him. That was what Hevith needed to borrow. That was the power he needed to embrace.

      That sense of magic came to him, filling him. There was considerable energy in it, and he let more power flow from him and out against the Hith magic. It might be ne’rash, but Hevith found it easier to view it as Hith magic. It made it easier to confront when he had to face their power.

      Energy pushed on him from behind.

      Hevith turned toward that sense, uncertain whether there was anything to be concerned about or whether it was anyone from the village. It was possible they’d begun fighting. They could fight. He’d seen it when they’d first come to the village, so Hevith knew the villagers were capable of fighting. They had to have the proper motivation. Wouldn’t having Valtek suffer like this be all the motivation they needed?

      The ring of the elaron continued to spread outward from him. The power flowed in a circle, drawn not only from what Hevith was able to pull but on what Valtek offered. It was a surge of energy, more than he’d drawn before.

      With a start, Hevith realized why that would be. It wasn’t only that he was calling on the power from himself and from Valtek. The inestar connected to the Jahor. With something like that, he would be able to not only summon the Jahor, but he might be able to use the same sort of idea to use their power.

      That wasn’t what he wanted, but could that be what he’d been doing without intending to?

      Even if it were, did it matter?

      All that mattered was that he would be able to use the necessary power to help as many of the Jahor as possible. If it meant pulling power from them, then that was what he had to do.

      The elaron filled him.

      It stretched out from him, and as a considerable source of power, more than what he had pulled upon before. That sense of power pushed back the energy of the Hith, and it lifted the veil of darkness.

      Three figures stood in front of him.

      Hevith had almost not been aware of them. They each carried a staff that reminded him of the one he’d taken from Morad. Power flowed from them.

      He reacted.

      Not with the inestar, though he wondered if that would have been better. Instead, Hevith swung his sword.

      He connected with the staff of the nearest of the attackers, carving through the wood before the man could react. It shattered, a shriek that cried out in the night. Power exploded, forcing Hevith back. The other two turned toward him, twisting their staffs so they could face him.

      Facing that kind of power, Hevith didn’t know if he’d be able to withstand it. He used the inestar, now turning its power against them. Drawing everything he could through the device, he let it flow from him, exploding from the end of the inestar until it collided with the nearest of the attackers. He wouldn’t be able to fight more than one at a time with the inestar, but with the sword…

      He slipped.

      Getting back to his feet, he found both stood in front of him, staffs crossed in front of them as if to try to prevent him from drawing on whatever power he was able to summon. The nature of the way they stood, the way they blocked him, suggested they were able to use that power to prevent him from drawing from the inestar.

      Hevith tried anyway.

      There wasn’t any choice but to fight. He pulled on power through the inestar, letting it flow to him and then through him.

      It surged, but it did so briefly.

      They were powerful. The magic they summoned through their staffs was powerful.

      He still tried.

      With another drawing from the inestar, Hevith let the power flow out from him.

      It struck the nearest of the staffs.

      The staff absorbed it.

      What had Valtek and the others done when Hevith had the staff?

      They had forced him to try to absorb more than the staff was capable of holding.

      That was what he needed to try. He could do the same thing, and as he pulled on that power, he could feel the energy from the staff, the power that existed within it, and he thought he could use it to overwhelm the staff.

      The inestar would be the key to doing so.

      Hevith let power flow from him.

      They tried to absorb the power of the inestar using their staffs, but Hevith pushed more out.

      He let the others all around him give him power.

      Pulling power in that way made it so that he could draw even more energy. Hevith held onto the power from everyone around him, drawing from everywhere, filling with the magic and the power. The elaron was everywhere. Dozens of people within the village possessed it, along with others from within the wagon caravan he’d brought with him.

      Then there was that which Valtek provided. The other man had a greater connection to the elaron, and enough of a connection that Hevith could draw on it, using what he could in order to pull on power. Valtek didn’t fight. Hevith continued to call on that power, letting that sense fill him. The energy of it flowed outward, granting him something he wasn’t able to reach otherwise.

      All of that power went from him and into the nearest with the staff.

      The attacker continued to try to draw the power from him.

      Hevith let him.

      There was enough power coming from him and from the others around him, all of that going into the inestar and out through him and into the staff.

      It cracked.

      Light began to leak out of it. Hevith poured more power into it, letting more go toward the staff, and then it exploded. The explosion threw Hevith back, and when he landed, the attacker was nowhere to be seen.

      Hevith scrambled to his feet. He held onto the inestar, afraid to lose it. If he were to lose the inestar, he would lose his opportunity to try to overwhelm the next attacker. He waited, but no further attack came.

      There would have to be another.

      There might even be more than one other attacker. He had seen the three of them, and even now, Hevith didn’t know whether there were more. They would have wanted to try to contain Valtek.

      Now that Hevith had made his presence known, they would try to contain him as well.

      He swung the sword around, wanting to keep space between him and any possible attacker. There was no one else here.

      He started forward, but movement near him caught his attention. Hevith spun around.

      Coldan and a dozen Firsters came toward him.

      “Why do I get the sense you weren’t waiting for us?”

      “I waited.”

      Coldan leaned down and picked up the scraps of one of the staffs, holding it up. “This doesn’t look like waiting.”

      “I figured that I’d try to keep them from harming you.”

      “From harming me?” Coldan arched a brow, watching him. “I thought I was the soldier.”

      “You are, but when it comes to this and the use of magic against you, you need my help.”

      Coldan grunted, watching Hevith, but he said nothing else.

      “They’re trying to draw power off him. I think they’d draw it off me as well, but…” Hevith looked around. There would be one staff he could use.

      He grabbed it off the ground, checking it by tapping it. A hollow sound came from it.

      Here he’d worried about having a staff, but did it even matter? He’d used the inestar in a way that allowed him to call even more power.

      There was still no sign of Valtek, though he had been able to feel his power. He focused on the power of the inestar and thought about the nature of the magic he had detected from Valtek.

      He was nearby.

      That sense was faint, but strong enough that Hevith thought he should be able to follow it.

      He started forward, the Firsters trailing after him.

      By the time they had gone a dozen steps, the darkness had begun to swirl around him again.

      Hevith blasted at the darkness, using the inestar before taking a different approach. Holding on to the staff, he used that to call the ne’rash power into it.

      It might not be enough to contain it, but Hevith thought he could turn that power outward. Blasting the ne’rash power outward into the night, the darkness lifted.

      The Firsters surged forward.

      There were almost a dozen—Vicenz or Hith, he couldn’t tell. Nearly an equal number of Firsters. Power slammed into power.

      The Firsters were skilled soldiers, but they didn’t have magic. They had some of the elaron within them, and it was only because of that power that they were able to survive the initial wave of the attack.

      Hevith blasted the inestar, sending white light shooting from him. It connected with one of the attackers. He barely had a chance to react. One of the Firsters moved in, cutting into the attacker.

      Hevith glanced over, nodding to Karsten before moving onward.

      Everything was chaotic. The darkness made it difficult for Hevith to make out much of anything around him. Much of that darkness was tied to the Hith magic, but not all of it. He tried to fight through the darkness to see what else was out there. He attempted to pull power off, straining with the inestar to drag more power free.

      Something shifted. At first, it seemed to come from within him, but as he pulled on that power, he couldn’t tell if it was himelf he pulled on or whether it came from somewhere else.

      Mixing with what he was able to call from the inestar, Hevith drew power through the staff. It exploded from him, catching the attackers.

      It struck the nearest of them.

      He called on more power. Each time he did, he worried he wasn’t going to have enough strength to counter what he detected.

      One attack after another came. There were too many.

      As the explosions crashed everywhere around him, Hevith strained against it.

      Valtek. Hevith had to find him.

      He turned toward the nearest of the attacks. Where had Coldan gone?

      He should be able to see Coldan’s sword glowing, but saw nothing against the darkness.

      There was a break in the action in front of him. A burst of light caught his attention.

      Coldan.

      Coldan paused, sweeping his sword around in a blast of power, carving through a pair of attackers. The elaron flowing through him changed the blade, turning it into something more powerful.

      Hevith hurried toward him. “Have you seen Valtek?”

      Coldan shook his head. “I’ve not seen him. Nothing like this before, either.”

      The attack was violent, but it was a strange mix of magic and swordsmanship. The Firsters held their own, something Hevith would have worried about had he been given the opportunity to think about what he might face. At least this way, he had to fight and not think of anything else.

      Coldan blocked a thrust and Hevith darted forward with the power of the elaron, using that to attack. Coldan finished off his opponent.

      As Hevith turned in place, the energy around him swirled. Powerful. Overwhelming.

      He tracked it to its source.

      Then he found Valtek.

      Five people had him surrounded. They dragged him from the village, pulling him between them. Each of the five had a staff, and each of them seemed to use its power as they pushed energy outward.

      Hevith lunged forward to go after Valtek but Coldan held him back.

      “What are you doing?” Hevith asked.

      “I’m keeping you from doing anything too stupid. What do you think that you’ll be able to do here?”

      “We have to stop them from dragging Valtek out of here.”

      “And we will, but you have do it the right way.”

      Coldan nodded to two of the other Firsters who no longer fought. They joined him and Hevith, and they all started forward.

      Hevith held onto the inestar, prepared for the magic within it that he’d need to use. There was a hint of something more, though he didn’t know if that came from the others around him or something else.

      There was a burst of magic near him.

      Hevith almost didn’t have a chance to react.

      It came from one of the attackers with a device who was off on a side street. Hevith spun, using the inestar as he held it out to deflect the attack. Power exploded from the end of the inestar, and he disrupted what they threw at him.

      Hevith turned to ready himself for the next attack. There would be another attack.

      The inestar had helped him stop the last one, but what if he used the staff as he had when he’d faced Morad?

      He could continue to pull power off and use that power.

      Two more of the Firsters joined them.

      “If we wait too much longer…” Hevith started.

      Coldan nodded. “This will be bloody.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      He considered his sword before leaving it sheathed.

      Though he had trained with Vard, and then with Coldan, that wasn’t his skill. He might be able to use a sword, and he might even be able to use it well enough that he could keep himself somewhat safe, but he wasn’t sure that was the right strategy.

      The inestar. The staff. The magic he could reach.

      That was what Hevith had to do.

      The Firsters reached the five holding onto Valtek.

      Valtek looked up, the blank expression on his face fading for a moment as he locked eyes with Hevith. He shook his head, but Hevith ignored it.

      Instead, he held out the inestar, focusing on the power within it.

      There was enough power that Hevith would be able to continue to draw the magic outward. The more he pulled, the easier it was to continue drawing even more. It came not only from him, but it came from the Jahor all throughout the village.

      They gave it willingly. Hevith could feel the way they allowed him to call power from them, and could feel the way they freely offered that power. There was no objection to him drawing it. There was nothing but their gift.

      Hevith pulled on even more of it.

      It filled him.

      The inestar glowed with their power. For a moment, he held onto it.

      Then he released it.

      Elaron slammed into the five holding Valtek. It slammed into Valtek.

      They were thrown forward.

      Hevith thought they might have enough strength to resist him, but then they were tossed forward and they stumbled.

      The Firsters were there.

      It ended much more quickly than Hevith would have expected. The attackers were cut down. It left only Hevith and the Firsters remaining. Coldan watched Hevith.

      “See how many others there are. Gather together any of the devices they have that allowed them to use this power.”

      “How will we know them?” Coldan asked.

      “Some will be things like this,” Hevith said, motioning to the staff. Each of the five that had fallen had carried a staff. Hevith would gather those together, and then he would have to decide what to do with their power. Perhaps some of the Jahor could learn to use it. “Others might be things they wore. Think about what Mother had. There was a medallion she wore. It was the same thing that Morad had.”

      “I’ll see what we can find.”

      The Firsters started through the village.

      The darkness started to lift. Hevith held onto one of the staffs and began to pull on more power, summoning it to him. The ne’rash magic began to fill the staff.

      It surprised him just how much power was there, though it shouldn’t.

      Crouching down next Valtek, he checked him for injury. Other than a few scrapes, he didn’t seem as if he were seriously harmed.

      “You should not have come for me,” Valtek said.

      “Your people needed you whether or not you were willing to help us.”

      “My people would’ve been left alone once they pulled me away.”

      Hevith frowned, studying him. “You’ve been expecting something like this.”

      “War has a way of finding all of us who have power.”

      “This is more than just about war. This is about something else. This is about you.”

      Valtek coughed and rubbed at his chest. Looking up, he sighed. “When I left Melahn, I thought to do as you had. I wanted to protect others like myself.”

      Hevith glanced toward the village. He thought about how some of them had potential. More than the Jahor that he had encountered along the road. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Valtek nodded. “Everyone in the village had the possibility of power. Not all of them are able to reach it as I would like. Even as they would like. Still, they have that potential.”

      “What have you been expecting?”

      “We have maintained protections around the village to ensure the Hith overlooked us. When you came across us, I thought those protections failed. Then you pushed through them.”

      “This is my fault?”

      Valtek leaned forward, and he winced. Perhaps he was more injured than Hevith knew. “It’s not your fault. It’s not your people’s fault. It’s not anyone’s fault other than the Hith.”

      “Those weren’t Hith, though,” Hevith said.

      “Are you sure? Their power is Hith.”

      Hevith held out the staff, and Valtek stared at it. “Some of it might have been. Most of it was Vicenz. Stolen Hith power.”

      “If that’s what they’re using, then they’ve changed their tactics.” He took a deep breath, gritting his teeth. “Help me up.”

      Hevith gave him a hand, helping him to stand.

      “I think it’s time that we change our tactics,” Valtek said.

      “We, as in your village?”

      Valtek looked over at him. “I’ve been wanting to keep my people out of the war. We’ve stayed here and we’ve been safe, but…” He started off, pausing at one point on the street where the building had been caved in. Inside, Hevith could make out the remains of a home, but that wasn’t what drew Valtek’s gaze. It was the fallen form of one of the Firsters.

      James had been a good man. Hevith didn’t know him well, and though they had traveled together ever since escaping from the prison, he didn’t know many of the Firsters all that well. They fought on behalf of the Jahor, most of them because they believed that was what they needed to do. All of them felt that what they did served a higher purpose. Many of them still believed in the idea of serving Callah, and though Hevith no longer knew whether or not that was what they had been doing, he wasn’t going to be the one to tell them otherwise.

      “He fought on our behalf,” Valtek said softly.

      “He chose to fight,” Hevith said.

      Valtek looked up at him. “Did he?”

      “I don’t know.” That might be the most difficult thing to admit. He recognized that though he knew the Firsters, he didn’t know the Firsters.

      Valtek got to his feet, and he started to glow softly. He looked over at Hevith, who held the staffs. “May I?”

      Hevith handed him one. Valtek rolled it between his hands, and power began to work along the length of the staff. It started to glow, taking on ever increasing power.

      “I think it’s time for us to do more than we have.”

      “You can have as many of these items as you feel would be beneficial.” Hevith didn’t even know if they would work for his people. He would try, and he would attempt to use them, but even in that, he didn’t know whether it would make a difference. “If they’ll allow you to protect your home, then you may keep them.”

      “I’m thinking of a different solution.” Valtek took another deep breath. “This has been home for so long. But it was never my home. It was never the home of these people. It was a place of refuge. A place of safety. Now that safety is gone. All because of this war.” He fell silent for a long moment before turning his gaze back to Hevith. “If you would have us, we will work with you, Hevith. We will fight with you.”
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      Darkness had fallen in full by the time Coldan and I found Shae and Erich. They were on the outskirts of the city as we’d suggested, though we found them sitting on one of the streets, out in the open, almost as if they were afraid to go anywhere else. They were speaking softly to each other, leaning close, but I couldn’t tell what they were saying.

      A few people wandered the streets around them, though no one seemed concerned by their presence. Some nearby shops had people coming and going, though not nearly as many as I would have expected. It was late, so perhaps that wasn’t surprising. At one point, a half dozen soldiers went running past us. I had found no further sign of the man wearing the vrendan, though he would have to be somewhere in the city. There was something I could do, but it would involve going to the Place of Knowing, and I had hesitated to do that while I didn’t know if the Trilan would reach me there.

      For a moment, I wondered if the man from the tavern had been the Trilan, but discarded the possibility. Had it been him, I would not have survived.

      Fatigue made it difficult to keep going. My head was tired. My body ached, though I didn’t feel as if I had been doing all that much in the way of physical work. Then again, I had been swinging a sword, whether or not it was magical.

      Coldan watched me as we headed toward the other two. He’d been mostly silent. I thought that had more to do with what we’d just encountered. It was possible he was upset about something else. Not that I could blame him. With what we’d gone through, there was plenty of reason for him to be upset.

      Erich stirred when we neared. Shae looked up. That was an improvement. At least she was awake.

      I tried to study her to see if the elaron continued to seep away from her, but I couldn’t tell. It was possible it still did, but there wasn’t anything there that told me one way or another.

      Taking a deep breath, I let the power of the elaron start to bubble up within me. It was a slow process. Holding onto that energy was more difficult than it was usually, even for me. It stirred within me, a sense of it that lingered for a moment, nothing more than that, but then started to fade.

      When it faded, I tried to hold onto it so that I could reach for that power, but wasn’t able to do so. It was gone.

      In the moment it had been there, there hadn’t seemed to be anything that was draining off Shae. At least that much had improved.

      “Is it over?” she asked.

      I nodded. “As far as I can tell.”

      “Why do you look like you just ate a bad fruit?” Erich asked.

      When I didn’t answer, Coldan guided me toward them, easing me to the ground.

      “One of them escaped. We don’t really know what will happen because it escaped. Only that it’s gone.”

      “Gone? Those things?” Erich looked around, his eyes wide. “If they come after us—”

      “I can defend us,” Coldan said, resting a hand on his arm. It was easy to forget how Erich had been hurt by the creatures, though of all of us, he had suffered—and nearly lost—the most. “And Hevith can defend us. He destroyed two of them.”

      Thankfully, he didn’t say anything about the others I had possibly destroyed. He didn’t say anything about the tavern I had nearly knocked down.

      “What do we do now?” Shae asked.

      “Rest. Find a merchant to get back to the fortress. And then—”

      “We found a merchant,” Coldan said.

      I turned to him slowly. My mind wasn’t working the way that it should. I tried to process what he was saying, but it seemed an impossible challenge. “You found one?”

      “Probably not the most high end of merchants, but he has a caravan of five wagons. Heading to Yarshin anyway. I suggested he might find some success if he were to go to the east a little more.”

      “How?”

      Better yet, how had Coldan been successful when I had failed?

      Not that I doubted Coldan. He was skilled and had his own sort of talents. In this case, it really shouldn’t surprise me that he was able to use what he could do in order to find us another merchant.

      “Are you asking if I had to crack a few heads to convince him?” Coldan shook his head. “No. Erich had a good idea. We used the jewels, but claimed we were merchants they’d traded with. Had to get past people’s reluctance at trading at an old Hith fortress.”

      I laughed softly. Coldan and Erich had let the natural greed of the merchants do all that they had wanted. That was something I should have considered.

      “Once we get you tucked in for the night, I’m going to see if I can’t spread a few more rumors. Can’t hurt to have more merchants thinking they can find wealth heading through there.”

      I hoped that was all we ended up with, though it was possible there would be others chasing their own sort of wealth. If the rumors spread beyond merchants thinking to trade for valuables, then we might find more of a threat. Thankfully, the fortress was set up in a way that it was defensible. What had prevented me from escaping would also ensure the safety of those we wanted to protect.

      “We can’t stay too long,” I said.

      “You need to rest,” Coldan said. “The others too. We were supposed to get a night in a warm bed. Food. The things you’d been promising during our walk here.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I sighed. Those were the things that I’d promised. The problem was I wasn’t sure if that was what I could offer any longer. If the creature was within the city, how long before it came looking for us?

      I had no idea what to make of the creatures, only that they seemed to know how to find us—or to compel us to find them. We had been the ones to go to the tavern, after all.

      The way I saw it, there were three possibilities. The creatures could live in the city and run the tavern and wait for me or others like me. That wouldn’t make much sense, unless there were more of them than I knew. It could be that the creatures had killed the tavern owners and took their places long ago and had been running the tavern ever since, waiting to catch me or other Jahor, which would mean they had some way of tracking me. Lastly, the Creatures were following me and only recently killed the tavern owners and took their place in order to get close to me.

      That would be the most troubling of them.

      The man in the tavern had known me. I still didn’t know if he had been one of the creatures, but the fact that he had used vrendans made it less likely.

      “Fine. A night. I don’t think we can risk anything more than that.”

      “A night is better than none,” Shae said, looking over at Erich.

      I studied him a moment. He needed the rest, too.

      After having been restored from the attack, there had been something about him that had changed. He wasn’t as strong as he’d been before. It was easy for me to lose track of that, though now that he was my student, I shouldn’t. There might be a way to help him, though that involved us reaching a place far from here.

      Coldan watched me. I could tell there was a question in his eyes, something that he wanted to ask, though he wouldn’t do it in front of the others. That told me that whatever he wanted to ask was about what I feared.

      We found an inn near the outskirts of the city. It wasn’t nearly as nice as the Prowling Wolf had been. The floor was dirt. The tables in the tavern were faded. The people inside were loud and bawdy. I suspected the beds would be filthy.

      It was safe. That was what we needed. What all of us needed, though the others might not know it. We got settled in a room and Coldan left us, heading back out into the night. I settled onto the narrow bed, drifting off before Coldan was gone a few moments.

      When I awoke, I had a moment of terror.

      How long had I been out?

      Had anything happened in the time that I was out?

      I couldn’t tell. The only thing that I could tell was that I felt better than I had when I’d gone to sleep. The pain I’d been feeling was gone. The aches that had been there had faded. It was almost as if I’d been healed in the time that I was out.

      Shae and Erich rested on beds nearby. Neither of them stirred.

      There was no sign of Coldan.

      Where was he?

      He’d gone out to try to spread more rumors, but with his intent to flash jewels, we always ran the risk of something happening that would lead to an injury.

      I stepped outside the door… and nearly crashed into Coldan.

      He leaned against the wall, practically blocking the door.

      “What are you doing up?” he whispered.

      “I slept.”

      “You did.”

      “How long did I sleep?”

      “Long enough to recover. How long is that?”

      I closed the door and joined him in the hall. There were the muted sounds of the tavern below us, which meant there was still activity there. How long had I slept?

      Not long.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said.

      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I looked along the hallway. There were a few other doors here, which meant there were other guests here. They would be wondering why Coldan guarded the hall.

      “You realize we could have bought the hall out,” I said.

      “We could have, but that would have raised more suspicion. It was hard enough to explain why we had the jewels that we did. Those sort of things raise questions in this part of the city. Probably would have raised questions in the other part too.”

      Taking a deep breath, I focused on what I could of the elaron. Its energy was within me, burning there and blazing with enough power that I was able to detect it. I held onto it, letting it fill me. It flowed upward, surging inside me.

      Usually, a short rest wouldn’t restore me nearly as much as this one had. Maybe I hadn’t used as much of the elaron as I’d thought.

      “Were you able to convince some other traders to go to the east?”

      “We have several heading that way now. At least as far as I can tell.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I saw them—”

      I frowned, looking at him for a moment. “What do you mean you saw them?”

      It was still the middle of the night, and it shouldn’t be possible for them to have been seen.

      “Hevith, you’ve been sleeping a little bit longer than you think.”

      I looked along the hallway, listening to the sounds of the tavern below. They were loud, a boisterous sort of energy, the kind of sounds that suggested to me that there was still considerable activity down in the tavern.

      Within that, I wondered if there was something else that I had missed.

      “How long?”

      Coldan looked over at me, watching me for a moment. There was a strange look on his face, and I could scarcely read it.

      That look troubled me.

      It was the look that told me there was something more that he didn’t want to share with me.

      It was the look that told me he was trying to keep something from me.

      “Coldan.”

      He took a deep breath and pushed off the wall, crossing his arms over his chest as he looked over at me. “You slept for the better part of two days.”

      I blinked. Here I thought I’d been out for little more than a few hours, waking up much more restored than I should have been. Instead, it had been two days?

      “We didn’t have two days for me to be sleeping,” I said.

      “We had all the time that you needed in order to get the sleep that you needed,” he said.

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “What do you mean what is going to happen? You rested. You needed that rest.”

      I frowned and focused on the elaron within me. He wasn’t wrong. I had needed to rest, though I wasn’t entirely sure why I’d slept for that long. When I’d used power like I had before, I had never slept for that long afterward. Certainly when I had drawn upon the elaron, I knew it would sap my strength, draining me, but in this case, I’d slept significantly longer than usual.

      “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

      “You needed the rest. The others recognized it.”

      “With those creatures threatening to attack—”

      “The creatures aren’t going to do anything.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “We know that they haven’t come for you. I’ve been watching, paying attention, preparing for the possibility they might come after you. So far, there’s been nothing. No sign of anything. No sign of any danger we need to be concerned by.”

      There was danger in my sleeping that long. I worried about the creatures. Coldan might not, and he might not recognize that there was a danger in them coming after us, but I recognized what I’d felt from them. That sense had been considerable. There’d been too much power, too much energy. They had been absorbing that power and energy.

      If they continued to absorb that power, we ran the risk of them being able to use it against us. Already they had proved they were powerful.

      “I’m concerned,” I said.

      “I see that.”

      “We don’t know what these creatures are going to be able to do.”

      “What makes you think they’ll be able to do anything?” Coldan turned toward me. “We know they exist. That’s enough. We know how to kill them.”

      “Do we?” I closed my eyes, thinking back to what had been required when we’d faced them in the tavern. They had nearly been too much for us. “When we dealt with them in the fortress, we were able to destroy them with the combination of the elaron and the ne’rash. In this case, it’s something else.”

      “What something else?”

      “Not the elaron. I think it wouldn’t work because they’d been absorbing the power of the elaron.”

      “Which means there are Jahor here.”

      I hadn’t made the connection, but he was right. If they had drawn on the elaron, that meant there would have to have been other Jahor, either here or where they’d been prior to here.

      Could there have been Jahor in the tavern?

      “I had to use the ne’rash. Only the ne’rash.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t have control over it.”

      “I know.”

      Letting out a soft sigh, I shook my head. “I don’t like losing control like that. I don’t like the way that it feels. The way I feel.”

      “You have to find the power to resist when it happens.”

      “I don’t know how to do it.”

      Coldan turned to me. “We’ve spent so much time trying to help you understand what you need to do to be able to reach the elaron again, but we haven’t spent any time with you trying to understand this other power. Don’t you think that it’s time for you to do that?”

      “I tried to understand it.”

      “You’ve tried to know whether or not you could. You haven’t tried to understand it. Think about what you did when it came to the elaron. You didn’t simply sit around thinking that power came from a god the way you were initially taught.”

      “I thought that for a little while.”

      He grunted. “We all thought that for a little while. Then we began to know better.”

      Coldan wasn’t wrong when it came to the elaron. We’d been focusing on me trying to find a way to reach for it consistently again. Now that I could do that, even if I wasn’t as powerful with it as I once had been, it was time to consider looking at whether there was anything else I needed to be doing. That included trying to better understand the nature of the ne’rash.

      When we were dealing with these creatures, it was going to take understanding all aspects of power in order for us to be able to survive. I’d seen that. Which meant I had to stop fearing the ne’rash.

      “I’m afraid to try to control it,” I said.

      “I know.”

      “What happens if I lose control over it?”

      “Then you lose control. I’ve told you that you need to stay with me and I can help bring you back.”

      “I almost killed you the last time.”

      “Almost isn’t the same as actually doing it. You didn’t kill me. You didn’t do anything that hurt me. The only thing that you did was—”

      “Almost kill you.”

      Coldan leaned back against the wall. He was glowing softly, though I doubted he even recognized it. Had I not been restored as I was, I doubted I would even recognize what he was doing.

      “We can’t stay here,” I said.

      “I know. There are caravans heading toward the fortress. The people will be able to trade. You’ve done what you set out to do.”

      “That wasn’t all that I set out to do.”

      “I know.”

      “We still don’t have answers.”

      “No. Which means it’s time to get them. Will they help?”

      I closed my eyes, thinking back to that time all those years ago. The memories were fresh, almost as if they were meant to be fresh. Could it be that we were meant to find that knowledge?

      “I don’t know.”

      “What happens if you’re not welcomed?”

      I sighed. “If I’m not welcomed, then we’re no worse off than we are now.”

      Coldan shook his head. “I’ve worried about the day when you’d want to go back.”

      “It’s not that I want to go back. I think we need to go back.”

      We stood in silence for a moment before he nodded to the door. “You could rest some more.”

      “Why don’t you get some rest?”

      “You know I don’t require the same sleep.”

      Connected as he was the elaron, it not only made him faster and stronger, but it kept him awake. Alert. It was how he’d become such a powerful soldier.

      “I’ll stand guard. If you’re not going to sleep, at least go get something to eat. After two days of rest, you’ve got to be famished.”

      I was hungry, now that he mentioned it. The last time I’d eaten anything had been at the Prowling Wolf, and that food had been terrible. What would it be like here?

      We’d found that some of the worst taverns would have the best food, so it was possible that there would be decent food here.

      Patting Coldan on the shoulder, I headed down to the tavern.

      It was every bit as lively as it sounded from above. A minstrel strummed a guitar, singing loudly. A small crowd pressed near the minstrel, dancing in a circle around him. Others sat at tables, most of them tapping their feet in time with the music. It was a place of celebration.

      So much was different about this place compared to what we’d seen at the Prowling Wolf. In this place, there was a sense of happiness, a joyous mood. Within the Prowling Wolf, there had been an edge of darkness.

      It was strange, especially considering those creatures had been using the power of the elaron. By drawing on that power, they had made themselves difficult to face.

      One of the waitresses came by, a heavyset girl with a loose-fitting dress. She flashed a smile that reached her eyes. Even that was different than in the Prowling Wolf. “I hear you’ve been sleeping,” she said.

      I blinked. “You heard that?”

      She flicked her gaze toward the door leading up to the rooms. “Your friends have said you might get up at any time. They said you could order anything you wanted.”

      “What do you have?”

      At least I would be able to eat. Using the jewels to pay for everything would raise suspicions. They didn’t need to do that here.

      “We’ve got a full kitchen, so I’m sure we can find you something.” She flashed another smile and I found myself smiling along with her.

      She disappeared for a while and I took a seat at one of the open tables, looking around the inside of the tavern. Whereas within the Prowling Wolf I had been concerned about relaxing, in this place, I felt almost as if I were invited to do so.

      It was strange to feel that way. Perhaps it was only the fact that I had been sleeping as long as I had been.

      When she brought the plate and a mug of ale out to me, I took it, smiling and nodding a thanks. The food was warm and the meat was tender, the vegetables not overdone. I dove into it, eating far more rapidly than I probably should have.

      When the plate was empty, I sat up, holding on to the mug of ale, drinking slowly. It was warm but not unpleasant. It had a nice bitter bite to it.

      The music was infectious and I found myself tapping my foot along with it, letting the tune carry me. There was a peace here.

      The strange thing was that I could see us staying in a place like this. Coldan and I had similar experiences in the past, though. We had visited other places like this, places where we had begun to feel as if we might be able to make it our home, and in that time, we had never truly felt comfortable doing so. How could we, when our home had been ripped free of us?

      Getting to my feet, I headed toward the door, wanting to look out into the night. When I reached it, I looked all around. There was movement nearby that caught my attention. People wandered through the streets. Most of them were dressed like the patrons within the tavern. There wasn’t wealth here. There wasn’t a feeling of overwhelming poverty, either. It was enough.

      Standing in the doorway, the energy of the city surrounding me, I breathed it all in. Holding the ale in hand, I took a sip, drinking slowly, enjoying the bitter bite of the hops as they rolled down my throat.

      After a while, I knew I needed to return. Coldan would be wondering about me. Perhaps I could and should rest a little bit more. If we were going to depart—and considering that I was now fully rested, I thought we would need to—I should make sure I had as much recovery as possible.

      As I turned, a strange feeling washed over me.

      A chill worked through me when it did.

      I had felt that before.

      I recognized it.

      The creatures.

      Now that I had faced them more than once, I recognized the way I felt when I detected them. I recognized the energy that came, and though I wasn’t able to determine just how close it was to me, I knew there was something nearby.

      It was something I wasn’t about to ignore.

      Starting forward, I realized I still held onto the mug of ale. Setting it down, I headed into the street, not dressed for a battle if it were going to come down to one. I didn’t even have my boots on.

      The feeling continued to pull upon me.

      As I headed along the street, I realized why I detected it so strongly.

      It was trying to pull upon my elaron.

      Not only the elaron, but it was pulling upon the ne’rash within me as well. I could oppose that. Fighting against that, I forced my sense of energy backward, holding against it.

      There was pressure, something that tried to push against me, but I continued to ignore it. What I needed was to find a way to not only ignore it, but to sever it. I wanted to ensure that whatever else happened, I was not going to be caught up by this power.

      How would I prevent it, though?

      I had no idea. The only thing that I did know was that power continued to build around me, trying to squeeze upon me.

      And as it did, I could feel what it was doing.

      I could also feel where it was going.

      Turning back to the tavern, the sense of power continued to pull upon me. I allowed it. In doing so, I was fully aware that I could allow it. I didn’t have to do anything to fight it. That sense was there, but it was within me enough that I could recognize and overpower it. Hopefully, I could hold out long enough that we would be able to keep it from drawing too much from me. Hopefully I could keep it from trying to draw upon Shae.

      I would use what I could feel and find the Trilan.

      Because we would find the Trilan.

      If he was one of these creatures, I thought I knew how to stop him and why he feared me. It was because I could use both the elaron and the ne’rash.

      It was why we needed to go north for answers.

      The tu’alan had to know about them.

      I only hoped they’d be willing to share.
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      The wagons rumbled along the grassy plain, moving steadily but slowly. The movement rocked beneath Hevith, the sensation familiar and one that never ceased to remind him of what he remembered from when he was much younger.

      He held on to the elaron, power filling him and flowing out from him, though he no longer knew how much of it he was truly controlling and how much of it was controlled for him.

      “Try this,” Valtek said. He held onto the elaron on his own. The other man had a fine control of the power, and he used it in ways that seemed mundane to Hevith. Every so often, Valtek would use it in order to lift something, or to nudge someone. It seemed inconsequential, but Hevith wondered if perhaps there might be other benefits to drawing that power in the way that Valtek did. By holding onto it in the way that he did, and continuing to command that power, it was possible Valtek would be able to use it much more efficiently. Hevith thought learning to do the same would increase his own efficiency.

      When it came to dealing with the type of attack they would face, efficiency seemed to be the most important skill. He needed to understand how he was able to control the elaron. Once he could do that—and do it quickly—then he would be able to call upon it in a moment’s notice the way he suspected he would have to do.

      “I’m not entirely sure what you’re doing with it,” he said.

      “You can feel the power.”

      Hevith nodded. “I can feel it, but I can’t necessarily tell what you’re doing with it.”

      “None of that matters. It’s a matter of holding on to what you can sense of it. If you can sense something of the power, then you can learn to use it in another way.”

      Hevith frowned, contemplating the nature of the magic and how he might be able to use it. He noticed what Valtek did, and he was aware of how he called on his power, but beyond that, he couldn’t tell.

      “Try something else,” Valtek said, sighing and turning away from him.

      Hevith focused on the way Valtek started to call on power.

      He needn’t have bothered.

      Energy slammed into him.

      He glanced over at Valtek, who watched him. “You wanted me to feel what you were doing?” Hevith asked.

      “I wanted you to be aware of what’s taking place. Are you?” Valtek said.

      “I can feel the power you’re drawing.”

      “If you can feel it, then you can use it.”

      Each time he reached for power, he was supposed to think about how he could delve into it, focus on the nature of that power, and then call upon it.

      “You’re getting better at it,” Valtek murmured.

      “You told me to practice.”

      “It has to become ingrained, not just practice. It has to be instinct. Reaction. Reflex. You can’t have to focus on reaching for your power if it comes down to needing to draw on it.”

      “How is it that you learned that?”

      “I told you that Melahn trained me.”

      “Mel wouldn’t have trained you to reach for power in a way that readied you for a war.”

      “With Melahn, we were always ready for a war. She never called it that, but that was exactly what she trained us for.”

      Hevith glanced over but a small divot in the ground sent him lurching.

      Valtek chuckled. “I thought you lived a life in the wagons before coming to Melahn.”

      “Living a life in the wagons doesn’t mean you still can’t be surprised.”

      “I suppose that’s true enough. Can you tell what I’m doing now?”

      Hevith hurriedly reached for his sense of the elaron, delving into the warmth that flowed within him. “I can tell what you’re doing a little bit. I’m not exactly sure why you’re using your power in that way.”

      “The why isn’t always necessary. It’s the what I find to be most important.”

      Hevith shook his head. In the days since they had left the village, he’d grown accustomed to Valtek making comments like that. Oftentimes, Valtek would speak in something like riddles, though Hevith had come to understand that was simply how Valtek spoke. It wasn’t as if the other man was trying to keep things from him. He was honestly trying to work with him.

      Hevith twisted, looking behind him. The wagons were heavy with all of the people he’d brought with him out of Yarshin, along with all of Valtek’s villagers. Many had died during the attack in the village. More than Hevith had realized at the time. Some of his people had been lost as well. They had mourned and moved on.

      The people of the village hadn’t brought much with them. At first, Hevith thought that it was because Valtek had warned them they wouldn’t have been able to do so, but as they began to settle in, he realized that wasn’t the case at all. It was because they really didn’t have anything.

      Hevith focused again on the elaron. It was much easier to reach deep within himself and find that power. Far easier than it had been when he first began to learn how to use it. There was still some part of him that resisted the power, though. Perhaps it was tied to some part of him doubting whether he deserved it, though as far as he could tell, the power didn’t care who possessed it. It wasn’t a matter of who deserved it or not.

      “Have you spent much time exploring these lands?” Hevith asked.

      “We stayed in the village. We would hunt, but when we did, we were careful. We would go in small parties, enough that we were able to mask our presence.”

      Hevith had seen that. They didn’t even have any signs of farming around the village.

      Perhaps that was why the people of the village who had come with them had shown a willingness to do so. They had seemed almost eager to leave.

      “You’ve been following the inestar,” Valtek said.

      Hevith reached into his pocket and rolled the device between his fingers. Every so often, he pushed outward through it, drawing on the energy that he was able to detect from it. He focused on whether there was anything out there that he might find. Whether Jahor, or simply Mother again.

      Even as he did, he wasn’t able to find anything. That sense was missing. Completely absent. He believed there was something for them to follow, but at this point, all they were doing was heading north. It brought them away from the village, and it brought them into the unknown. Toward where his father claimed they would find sanctuary.

      Hevith started to question whether this was what they needed to do. Now that his party continued to expand, he thought searching for Jahor mattered more than traveling north. With the inestar and the power he commanded, he could do both.

      “We’ve been following something, though I don’t know if it’s the sense of the inestar or if it’s simply my desire to get people to safety.”

      Either answer seemed likely to him now.

      “Hevith.”

      He glanced over the side of the wagon to see Coldan jogging alongside. It seemed as if he had changed more over the last few days. With each passing day, Coldan was larger. No longer did Hevith think it was only his imagination. It might have been that way at first, but now he questioned when it was going to stop.

      “What is it?”

      “Tracks.”

      “What kind of tracks?” The Firsters had been moving ahead of the wagons, watching for signs of danger as they traveled, but they had so far not encountered anything. It was almost as if these lands were completely untouched. That felt unlikely to Hevith, but he didn’t know how long it would be before they reached any place where they would find others.

      “The kind you need to look at.”

      Hevith glanced over at Valtek. “Can you lead the wagons for a little while?”

      “You’d trust me with something so dangerous?”

      There was a note of sarcasm in it that made Hevith think of the way that he’d talked to his parents when he’d been younger.

      “Leading the wagons is a difficult task. Doing so requires that you watch for anything that might harm the wagons, along with everyone on them. If you don’t think you can do that with the necessary focus, then let me know. There are plenty of others who can.”

      “I wasn’t trying to diminish what you’ve done. It just seems as if the wagons take care of themselves.”

      “That’s the way it should seem, but it’s more than that.”

      Valtek looked as if he wanted to say something more but bit it back. Instead, he nodded. “I can watch the wagons.”

      Hevith climbed down and jogged after Coldan. They hurried along, moving quickly before leaving the wagons behind. Even without being able to see the wagons, Hevith could still feel their presence behind him. It came through the inestar, which he no longer feared to keep with him. Now that he could reach for the elaron, he thought it was best that he hold onto the device. It might become necessary at any point.

      “What did you find? We’re getting a ways beyond the wagons.”

      “That’s how we keep the wagons safe,” Coldan said, glancing back at him.

      Hevith snorted. “I was a little harsh.”

      “A little.”

      “It’s not as easy as it seems.”

      “I’m sure it’s not.”

      They stopped atop a small rise. From here, Coldan pointed into the distance. Hevith wasn’t able to make out anything down below, though there had to be some reason Coldan pointed from here.

      “What is it?”

      “Do you detect anything?”

      Hevith reached for the elaron, thankful that it came to him as easily as it now did. “What should I detect?”

      “There’s something below us. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”

      “If you can feel it, then we should head down—”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Coldan guided him off to the side, stopping where the grasses had been trampled. Hevith stared, trying to figure out what caused Coldan’s reaction, but wasn’t able to tell.

      “What am I supposed to see here?”

      “Do you see this print?”

      Hevith hadn’t until the other man pointed it out, but now that he had, it was all that Hevith was able to see. The print was large—easily the size of Hevith’s head. “What kind of animal made this?”

      “None that I’ve ever seen.”

      “Could it be a horse?”

      “What sort of horse have you encountered that looks like that?”

      There were toes, not a hoof. That didn’t look like a horse, then.

      What was it?

      Hevith moved closer, leaning toward it to take a better look. He held onto the elaron as he did, thinking that the power might be able to show him something that he couldn’t detect otherwise, but drawing through the elaron wasn’t helpful.

      “This is what you wanted to show me?”

      “There are others.”

      “Which way does it seem to be heading?”

      “It? I meant there are others.”

      Hevith stared at the print for another moment before getting to his feet and wiping his hands on his pants. “How many?”

      “At least three. Two that are about the same size, and a third that’s smaller.”

      “A family.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Of some sort of creature you’ve never encountered before.”

      “That’s what I’m telling you.”

      Hevith sighed. “Why couldn’t this be easy?”

      “You wanted us to get to safety.”

      “I don’t know if there is any safety. There’s this, and there’s the need to protect the Jahor from the Hith and whoever else Mother has working with her, and there’s—”

      “None of that is changed by what you’ve seen here. I showed you so that you were prepared, not to make you more concerned.”

      Hevith smiled slightly. “I don’t know how I couldn’t be more concerned by seeing some enormous animal print.”

      “It’s something to keep an eye on.”

      “What happens if we come across them?”

      “Then you need to be ready to use that magic of yours.”

      “I don’t know if it’s meant to be used on animals.”

      “Even those that might attack us?”

      Hevith grinned. When he got to his feet, standing on the ridgeline and looking down, he was aware of how far they still had to go.

      “There’s nothing down there, is there?”

      Coldan joined him, standing alongside him on the ridgeline. “There is nothing really out there at all. I keep expecting to come across a village, even a city, but seeing as how I don’t know these lands, I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “I never traveled this far. With my parents, we were heading north, but we took a zigzagging path to do so. My father wanted to maintain trade, but now that I know what I do about the Jahor, I wonder if he had another motivation.”

      “What motivation would that be?”

      “I can’t help but wonder if he was taking the path that he did in order to try to help as many people as possible.” Hevith had seen no sign of it, other than how they had gathered people together. His father had hired soldiers to protect them, and though the road never seemed all that dangerous, his father had wanted to have skilled soldiers. Men like Vard. Others who had similar skills.

      Hevith looked out across the plain, staring and searching for any sign of anything that might signal what else was out there. He found nothing.

      He had started to turn when a flicker of movement in the far distance caught his attention.

      He froze. He lowered himself slowly, motioning for Coldan to do the same.

      “Movement, I think,” he said when Coldan arched a brow at him.

      “It might be this creature.”

      Hevith glanced at the print near him. “If it was that creature, then I want to be somewhere else.”

      “You can’t fear it until you know it.”

      “Look at that thing’s paw prints. I think I can fear it just fine right now.”

      “Even though it might be harmless?”

      “I suppose it could be some giant lovable creature that prowls across these lands.”

      “Possibly. You did say it was traveling as a family.”

      “That’s not what I said. That’s what you said,” Hevith said.

      Coldan snorted, looking into the distance. His brow furrowed as he stared, peering against the distance, looking for anything.

      Hevith followed the direction of his gaze, studying what might be out there. There was no sign of movement now. Perhaps it had been only his imagination, but he didn’t think that was the case. He was certain he’d seen something.

      They stayed motionless for a few moments before Hevith began to get to his feet.

      “Have you given up your desire to chase down Mother?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith paused. He crouched for a moment, looking over at Coldan. His head rested close to the grasses, and he inhaled the earthy aroma around him. “I need to find Mother if only to know whether or not she was telling the truth.”

      “You don’t seem as if you’re pursuing her directly any longer.”

      “With as many people as we have with us, I don’t think I can. It’s not fair to them to place them in danger because of my desire.”

      “When we find a place of safety, what will you do then?”

      Hevith shook his head. “When we find a place of safety, I need to keep looking. It’s not just my family that I’m after. It’s other Jahor.”

      “You do realize that if you manage to call the Jahor together and if we draw the attention of the Hith, we’ll have to be prepared to fight.”

      “We will. We’re going to need other soldiers. More than just the Firsters.”

      “There are others from the village who might be interested,” Coldan said.

      Hevith frowned. “You would train the villagers?”

      “Only those who choose it. I wouldn’t force anyone to take up the sword if they weren’t interested.”

      Hevith nodded. “I think some of the villagers, along with some of our people, might be able to learn to use the devices that were used on us. If it’s a matter of drawing the elaron into it and storing it, releasing it when needed, I think others might be capable of that.”

      “Would you teach it?”

      “I’m not sure I know enough in order to teach it.”

      “You were able to use the staff even without any training.”

      Hevith thought about it for a moment. He had done what Coldan said. He’d taken up the staff, used the power within it, and he had let that sense fill him. Why couldn’t he be the one to try to teach?

      “We both have to teach, then.”

      Silence fell between them for a moment until Coldan looked over at him. “I think about the prison often.”

      “Often?”

      “When I close my eyes, I see it. Especially at night. I regret what I did. What I was forced to do.”

      “I think we all regret what happened there.”

      “Why would you need to regret it? You did everything you could to help others. I did what the other soldiers asked of me. We stayed strong. We took food and water in order to do so. We did it at the expense of those we had pledged to serve.”

      “You did it to protect the inestar.”

      “I wonder if I will ever make up for what I did.”

      Hevith studied him for a moment, realizing that there was real pain and anguish on his face. “What did you do?”

      “You weren’t the first person I fought with.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Coldan took another deep breath and shook himself. “I’m the one who’s sorry. With everything I did, I feel as if I can never make the necessary amends, though I feel as if I need to try.”

      “I suppose that’s all we can do.”

      “Even if I don’t feel as if I serve Callah?”

      Hevith met Coldan’s gaze. “I’ve never felt as if I serve Callah. That doesn’t mean we can’t serve the Jahor.” He glanced over at the pawprints one more time before getting to his feet. “We should keep an eye out for these creatures. Warn the other Firsters and anyone else that you have out on patrol. And be ready for whatever we might encounter.”

      “What will you do?”

      “I have to learn all I can of the elaron so that I can protect the Jahor. Then it seems as if I’m going to have to teach it.”
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      The sound of clanging swords filled the night air, but Hevith remained off to the side, watching a pair of sparring fighters. Only one of them was one of the Firsters. The other was an older man plucked from the village but who seemed to have some basic skill with the sword.

      Gerald paused every so often to instruct the villager on technique. He was a natural teacher, and as Hevith watched, he realized most of the Firsters had probably served as teachers at one point or another. They would have to, considering how they each learned. With what he’d seen from the Firsters, the way Coldan described the teaching techniques they used, he suspected they all learned in a similar way.

      “This isn’t what I wanted for them,” Valtek said, standing behind Hevith.

      Hevith nodded. “Is it what we want for our people, or is it what they want for themselves?”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      “When I was younger, my father thought to bring us to safety. They kept me from knowing about myself. I knew nothing about the Jahor, and it wasn’t until I was captured that I began to realize there was something more to me.” He glanced over at Valtek. “I think the same can be said for our people. If we don’t show them what they can be, and we don’t give them the opportunity to become it, we take something from them.”

      Valtek smiled. “It’s easy for me to forget that you are supposed to be learning from me, not the other way around. You’ve experienced quite a bit in your time. I’m curious how that has changed you.”

      “It’s changed me more than I could ever imagine,” Hevith said. “I never expected I would become this person. I never expected I would want to try to free people. I never expected I would be the one to guide the Jahor.”

      Valtek turned to look toward the sparring, the wrinkles around the corners of his eyes deepening. It was difficult for Hevith to tell how old he was, though he had to be nearly twice Hevith’s age. He had a vigor about him most of the time that belied his age, though the graying hair revealed some of it.

      “When I first met Melahn, I was young,” Valtek started. “Within the city, many of us are young when we first come across her. She was the Movras, and at the time, she was a person I viewed as impossibly talented. I wanted her approval, the same way so many of us wanted it. I would’ve done anything for it. She tried to help as many of the Jahor as she could, but she did it in her own way. I know that now, but it’s still difficult for me to recognize what she did and to acknowledge what she did not do. As much as I want to give her credit for everything that she did for our people, I struggled with it.” He smiled slightly. “I suppose I still struggle with it, as you can tell. I expected more of her.”

      Hevith thought back to his too-brief time with Mel. She was complicated. “She wanted to protect me. When I came to her, I was injured. She healed me. I don’t think she intended to train me. Though I do think she recognized that I had some aspect of power.”

      “That fits with Melahn.”

      “She both feared and embraced the power of the elaron,” Hevith said. “Had she not, she would have done more. We might have been able to be more. But, I think she did what she knew. Nothing more than that. Perhaps it was all she understood.”

      Hevith watched as Geryn paused again, correcting the villager’s posture along with his stance. Hevith was able to pick up on a few tricks at the same time. He thought he could benefit from learning more skill, and as he watched, he wondered if he might be able to spar with the Firsters as well. Coldan had started to work with him, and Hevith thought the others would be willing.

      “They’re so skilled,” Valtek said. “I wonder what it would’ve been like in my homeland if men like that existed.”

      “Where were you from?”

      “My home is a town called Schul. It’s small, little more than a village the size of what you came across, but we were happy.” Valtek closed his eyes, shaking his head. “When I was young, the war was little more than a rumor. I heard my parents talking about it, along with some of the other elders within the village. As I got older, I started to learn that there was more to it than what I knew. The war became something more real. It became something my people were afraid of. By the time we were attacked, I’d spent nearly a year fearing it, expecting the attack would come at any time. When it did, it was almost a relief.”

      “You weren’t able to fight?”

      “That wasn’t anything that my people could do. We didn’t really have it in us. I suppose I still don’t have fighting in me.”

      “Your people do,” Hevith said, nodding toward Geryn. Another of the villagers was heading toward him, wanting his turn. Geryn nodded and quickly began to take the villager through the motions, demonstrating form and technique. As Hevith looked around, he realized Geryn wasn’t the only of the Firsters doing that. There were several others, and they all seemed willing to teach. Hevith hadn’t been sure about that. When he had asked Coldan to work with the villagers who might want to learn, he hadn’t known whether there would be many villagers who would want to do so, and he hadn’t known whether there would be many of the Firsters who would be willing to teach. Seeing the number of people working together reassured him.

      “To protect the Jahor, we’re going to need as many as possible able to fight.”

      “That was the promise when I first learned of the war. There were some who claimed they were willing to fight, but there were others who knew better. When I trained with Melahn, I overheard the reports. We thought we were far enough to the north that we were safe.”

      Hevith turned to him. “I hadn’t known that.”

      “When the reports started rolling in about the Hith moving steadily north, several people suggested those who had the necessary talent with the elaron should leave. We wanted to take the fight to them. Melahn objected.”

      “She wanted to keep the Jahor safe.”

      He shook his head. “She wanted to keep the city safe. She worried if we were to go after the Hith, we would run the risk of drawing attention to our presence.” He laughed bitterly. “It wasn’t long after I was gone that I realized that despite everything she’d intended, the city came under attack anyway.”

      “She had to hide.”

      “I doubt she had to hide.”

      Hevith frowned, shaking his head. “She didn’t. Others did.”

      “Who do you think taught me how to place the illusion? I suspect she would have been able to do the same thing. Knowing her as I do, she likely had used it as a way to stay out in the open so she could know what the Hith were doing.”

      “Either that, or she was still trying to help.”

      “You can think of her like that if you want.”

      “How many have you trained with this power?”

      “I worked with as many in the village as I could. I told you I gathered together Jahor who had talent. In doing so, I knew they needed to have some knowledge so they could protect themselves. I wanted to offer anything I could to them.”

      Hevith reached into his pocket, squeezing the inestar for a moment. “How many do you think would be able to learn to use devices like the staff?”

      “I don’t know. Only a few had any real talent. I didn’t have Melahn’s ability to identify those who were as capable.”

      Hevith nodded. “Some of your people will want to learn to fight, but others may need to learn to do something else. The Hith or the Vicenz might find us, but they’ve also given us something else.”

      “Even if we can use these, they will have far more experience with them.”

      “Perhaps, but not all of them can draw power on their own. The Vicenz can. People like Mother. Morad. But people like we faced in your village? Those people didn’t have the ability to draw power on their own.”

      That was Hevith’s hope. If it were just the Vicenz, he thought they might be able to counter them. If the Vicenz fought alongside the Hith, the way they had in Yarshin…

      They could easily become outnumbered.

      Valtek watched him. “You make a compelling case, Hevith.”

      “I’m not really trying to compel you. All I’m trying to do is to—”

      “You want to convince me. I understand, and I don’t blame you. I think you’re right.”

      Hevith watched him for a moment, and even though he’d been traveling with Valtek for a few days and had been around him for a few more days before that, he still wasn’t quite sure how to read the man.

      “It would be helpful if you learned how to use one,” Hevith said.

      “I’ve tried.” Hevith frowned, and Valtek shrugged. “When we first left the village, I tried with one of the staffs. I can’t seem to make it work. When you first came to us and attacked, you were able to draw our power off. I’d seen it before.”

      “Which is how you knew how to attack.”

      “I knew that these devices could be overwhelmed. That was about it. I wasn’t able to do much else beyond that.”

      “There’s a sense within the staff when you hold onto it. It’s similar to the inestar. You can feel the elaron.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      “It’s not all that different with the staff. It’s almost easier, though I’m not sure why that should be.” For whatever reason, it did seem easier to draw power through the staff. He was able to do it without his connection to the elaron, and because of that, he had to feel as if others would be able to use the same power. It shouldn’t take that much in order to be able to draw that power out. If it was a matter of recognizing that energy, Hevith thought others should be able to do it.

      “I tried using it the way I did the inestar, and it didn’t work for me.”

      “I can keep trying to show you.”

      “It’s possible I don’t have the necessary talent,” Valtek said.

      “You might,” Hevith said. “Others might as well.”

      “You seem determined to force me to do this.”

      “Not to force you. Encourage. Didn’t you say you needed encouragement?”

      “I don’t recall saying anything quite like that.”

      “Maybe it was my impression of you.”

      Valtek chuckled.

      A shout rang out and Hevith looked over to see what caused it. From where he was, he couldn’t make anything out so he got to his feet, hurrying through the camp, weaving toward the sound.

      As he neared, he saw one of the villagers holding one of the swords and a person lying on the ground in front of him.

      “What happened?”

      The villager looked over. “I didn’t mean to. We were sparring, and my sword slipped. I… I didn’t mean to.” The man started to sob and Hevith ignored him, turning his attention to the Firster.

      Brandon lay unmoving on the ground. Blood spilled around him, staining his shirt. A sword lay off to the side. He stared blankly.

      Hevith crouched next to him, taking Brandon’s hand.

      “Valtek. I need your help.”

      Valtek joined Hevith, crouching down near him. He took Brandon’s other hand and frowned. “I don’t think there’s anything that can be done for him,” he said.

      “We have to be able to use the elaron.”

      “There are limits to how the elaron can be used, Hevith. Even the most powerful—”

      Hevith ignored him, pulling on the elaron. He started to push it out. Valtek grabbed him, trying to pull him free, but Hevith resisted. He held onto the elaron, holding onto Brandon.

      He wasn’t going to have one of his people die because they were trying to train others. There had to be some other way to do this.

      The inestar.

      Hevith pulled it out of his pocket, and Valtek shook his head.

      “You aren’t going to be able to save him with that.”

      “You don’t know.”

      He knew just how much power was within the inestar. He’d felt it. He’d been all too aware of the nature of that power when he had been facing the attackers. With the inestar, he knew he should be able to heal Brandon. All it would take would be to control the nature of the healing. All it would take would be to find some way to call on that energy and use it.

      He didn’t have enough experience with healing. When he had healed Coldan, it had been accidental. This time, he would have to be intentional.

      Hevith focused on him, thinking about the power in him. He, like all of the Firsters, had a connection to the elaron. It was that connection which Hevith had to draw upon. He could use that.

      That had to be the key. It was not just finding the power, but recognizing where it was deep within him and pushing power out in a way that allowed him to connect to it. Hevith held onto that sense and sent more power flowing away from him, flowing toward Brandon.

      The inestar allowed him to tap into the power of all of the Jahor.

      That was what he needed.

      He pushed elaron away from him.

      He could feel the sense of it stirring deep within Brandon.

      It was that sense within Brandon that he had to reach.

      He could feel the elaron all around him. Everything seemed to go still and silent, and that sense of energy continued to build. As Hevith held onto that sense, drawing it into the inestar, he pushed it outward again.

      Not only could he feel how it was flowing from him and through the inestar, but he recognized the way that it pressed into Brandon.

      He took a deep breath.

      It was working.

      Hevith pushed again.

      He had to use as much of the power as he could.

      Deep within Brandon, the sense of power was there, a stirring of his elaron.

      As Hevith added to it, he recognized something else.

      He felt something familiar.

      It was an awakening.

      Hevith had done something like that before.

      Coldan.

      He almost stopped.

      Whatever he had done to Coldan had changed him. It had strengthened him. It had turned him into something else. It had connected him to the elaron in a way he wasn’t before.

      Was that what he wanted for Brandon?

      Brandon would want to recover. Hevith knew that. If it took using power in this way, then perhaps that was what he needed to do.

      Hevith forced more energy into himself, and then into the other man. The connection formed between Brandon and the inestar. With it, Hevith could feel the surge of power. The awakening persisted, continuing. He knew he had to keep going. He wasn’t about to stop with what he was doing now. Brandon needed for him to continue.

      Hevith forced more power away from himself. He let it seep into Brandon, more and more of it flowing from him, but then it stopped.

      Hevith tried pushing more, but he could tell that Brandon didn’t need it. Regardless of how much he pushed, there was a feeling of something pushing back against him.

      He withdrew, looking down at Brandon. He breathed steadily, slowly and regularly, but he was breathing.

      “Do you know what you did?” Valtek asked.

      “I connected him to his elaron,” Hevith said.

      “Are you sure that’s what you did?”

      “That’s what I felt.”

      “I felt something else.”

      “What did you feel?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what you just did, only that you should not have been able to do it.”

      “It’s the same thing I did for Coldan.”

      Valtek paused. He’d been getting up and started to make his way away from Hevith, who could feel the irritation from the other man, almost a sense of disgust. There was something about what Hevith had done which troubled him considerably.

      Even as he held onto the power now, letting it flow into Brandon and feeling the resistance, Hevith couldn’t help but feel as if what he had done was right. Brandon had needed him to do that.

      If he hadn’t, Hevith knew Brandon would’ve died. It would’ve been because of the training Hevith had encouraged.

      “That’s what you did for him?”

      “I wasn’t sure at first. I wasn’t in control when I did it with Coldan, but in this case, I recognized the way I pushed power into him. I could feel it when the power awoke. All I had to do was bridge the connection between him and the power.”

      The other man sighed heavily. “I’ve never felt anything quite like that before.”

      “I was using the inestar. I was using the connection between all of the Jahor.”

      Valtek stared at him for another moment before turning his attention down to Brandon. “He will live.”

      “I think so.”

      “Do you think you could do the same to someone who chose it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Someone who isn’t dying?”

      “I don’t know. I might be able to, but…” There had been something about the panic, the need to help, that had motivated him. Without that same need, he wondered if he would have been able to do it.

      “Your other friend has changed after what you did to him. I can see it in the way he moves. I can feel it and how he is connected to the elaron. I recognize something about that power.”

      “You said that when we first came.”

      “I said it because there were rumors of Jahor soldiers long ago. Skill and power that were unrivaled. Seeing him made me think of those stories. I don’t know if that is what it is or not.”

      Hevith remained crouched near Brandon, pushing out with a sense of power and focusing on him. All he wanted was to have saved him. All he wanted was to ensure the other man didn’t die because of something Hevith had asked of them.

      There was something else, though. With what Hevith intended for him, and for the others, they would need to fight. They were going to end up facing the Hith, and when they did, they would need to be equipped—and prepared—to be able to do so.

      “I can try.”

      “You will have to see how many of your people would be willing to do it, and I will see how many of my people will be willing. I suspect more than you realize.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. He thought about offering that connection to others, though he didn’t know what it would mean when he did. He had no idea what would happen. Perhaps others would find a similar connection and benefit as Coldan did. It was possible even Brandon would find something beneficial in what Hevith had done, though he wasn’t entirely sure if that was going to be the case. He would have to wait.

      He looked up and found Coldan watching him.

      “What do you think?” he asked as Coldan joined him.

      “I think he’s right.”

      “About me needing to try to change others?”

      “It’s about making the connection. Brandon and I nearly died before you did it, but others wouldn’t necessarily have to be quite so extreme.” A hint of a smile crossed his face. “I can imagine many of the others would be willing to take the risk. I know you don’t want to offer it, but I think you may find you will need to.”

      Coldan had grown stronger and faster since he had been resuscitated. Perhaps the same thing would happen to Brandon. If so, then why would Hevith want to keep that power from anyone? As far as he could tell, Coldan didn’t suffer any ill effects from it. That was reason enough to think that he would have to keep trying it.

      “See what you can do to help him,” Hevith said. “And then let me know if there are others who want me to try this with them.”

      Coldan locked eyes with him, hesitating for a moment, then he nodded.

      Hevith looked out into the darkness. This was the choice he made. This was how he would help the Jahor. Others would have to make their own choice.
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      Nearly a dozen of the Firsters had requested that Hevith try to change them. Coldan’s change hadn’t been inconspicuous, and others recognized how it would be helpful when facing the Hith.

      Not Graychen, though.

      Hevith didn’t know whether to be surprised by that or not. He thought he would have wanted to be given every benefit when it came to a fight, and having seen Coldan over the last few days, there was little doubt there would be a benefit. Even Brandon, in as limited time as he had to start recovering, appeared to have changed.

      Crouching near the stream where they’d camped for the night, Hevith dipped his hand in the cold water and cupped it to his head. It surprised him just how tired he felt using the power in that way. He wouldn’t have expected to become physically tired, but that was exactly what happened.

      “There will be others,” Coldan said.

      Hevith looked behind him to where Coldan now loomed. “How many more? I don’t know how much more I’ll be able to do today.” The first one had been difficult. Not because the power was challenging, though it was, but because Hevith hadn’t been trying to heal. In that case, it was a matter of forcing a connection to the elaron. The connection for most was there, though it was faint enough that it wouldn’t be reached naturally.

      “You can rest. The entire camp needs rest.”

      “Why?”

      Coldan grunted. “You can’t tell what you’re doing?”

      Hevith splashed another handful of water on his face before taking a quick drink. The water was almost painfully cold. The farther they’d gone north, the cooler the air had become, but the stream suggested they would find even more cold before all was said and done.

      “I can feel the way I’m using power, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “That, but it’s more than just the way that you’re using power. You’re using the inestar.”

      Which meant that Hevith was drawing power from the others in the camp.

      With as much power as he’d been calling upon, he hadn’t given it much thought, though he should have. He needed to be careful. There were some within the camp who wouldn’t be able to withstand having too much drawn from them. Others, like Valtek, had plenty of power to spare, but that didn’t mean he could drain them completely.

      “You came here to tell me to take a break.”

      “It’s not for you.”

      “I get that.”

      “They seem to understand.”

      Hevith closed his eyes, reaching for the connection to the elaron. It happened quickly now, and the power buzzed within him. He could practically see it in his mind, though he didn’t think that was what he was supposed to do with it. Instead, he held onto it and pushed a little through the inestar.

      It was a signal. A calling.

      He didn’t know if it was necessary, but if he wanted to find more of the Jahor, he thought he had to take the time to keep working at it to see if there was anyone they might be able to find.

      “That I’m using them?”

      “You’re borrowing from their power for the greater good.”

      “Is that what I’m doing.”

      Coldan locked eyes with him. “I hope so.”

      Hevith sighed. “What does it feel like?”

      “It feels no different than it did before.”

      “Now I know you’re lying.”

      Coldan crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes took on a faraway look. “It feels… good. Strong. I can feel the power that’s there. I can’t use it the way you do, but I don’t know if I’m supposed to. Now that I feel it in that way, I can tell it runs through me. It’s almost as if that power grants me something more.”

      Hevith suspected the connection he’d forged allowed Coldan—and now the others—to use elaron to be stronger and faster.

      Would it benefit Hevith to do something similar? Using the inestar, he might be able to turn the elaron inward and connect himself in a different way. If he did that, there was the possibility that it would change something in a way that wouldn’t be able to be restored. There was the possibility that he would be disconnected from the elaron and wouldn’t be able to use it this way, which he was only beginning to understand.

      “I wish I could feel stronger and faster.”

      “You don’t need to be. That’s not what the power calls you to do.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in the power of Callah.”

      “It’s not a matter of believing in it. It’s a matter of feeling the nature of that power and recognizing just what it does. In this case, I feel as if it’s demanding something of me. I doubt it would demand the same of you.”

      Interestingly enough, it sounded very similar to the way that Mother had spoken about Callah, but in this case, Hevith couldn’t even disagree. He felt the same way as Coldan. The power was there, as was the sense of it and what he felt as if he could do with it. Even if he were to change himself, he wasn’t sure that was what he was supposed to do with the elaron. He had a different purpose, and it seemed he had a different calling.

      With the idea of having a calling, Hevith felt as if he had to use this energy in a way that would benefit more. And that was what he was doing. By changing the others, by drawing that power off the Jahor and giving it to the Firsters and any else who were willing to use it in the way that would be necessary to help them fight, he felt as if he were serving the elaron.

      “I worry where this will lead us.”

      “This is leading us toward saving the Jahor.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Coldan watched him. “I’m not sure about anything when it comes to this. Not anymore. I haven’t been sure about the Jahor for a long time.”

      “Even with what we’ve encountered?”

      “Especially with what we’ve encountered. I wish I knew what we were supposed to do, but I don’t have any answers.”

      Hevith crouched down next to the stream, taking another drink. He paused there for a moment, lingering as he enjoyed the cold of the stream, and then looked over at Coldan. “None of the villagers have come to me.”

      “I wonder if they need to be ready,” Coldan said.

      “Ready for the change?”

      “Ready to embrace the power.” Coldan straightened, and he glowed more brightly for a moment. “It takes something different. Not just an awareness of the power, but it takes a willingness. Many of us soldiers have been fighting for a long time. We’ve known we had to. Many of us have suffered for years under the Hith. These people,” he said, motioning toward the circle of wagons and specifically toward the villagers who stayed mostly together, “have known safety. I don’t begrudge them that, but their safety has meant they haven’t committed to what they could be in the same way.”

      “Had I not been captured and imprisoned, I doubt I would have been willing to commit either.”

      “See? Power chooses for you,” Coldan said.

      “I might have to start calling you Mother,” Hevith said.

      “And I will have to start calling you Volatar.”

      Hevith chuckled. “Morad thought to denigrate me with that name.”

      “So you took it upon yourself?”

      Hevith smiled. “I thought it was better than Movras. I can’t be her. I can be the Volatar.”

      “Do you know what it means?”

      “I know what he wanted it to mean. Now it doesn’t matter. I’ll make sure it means Hevith.”

      Coldan looked off toward the wagons. Hevith tried to see what he looked at but couldn’t tell.

      “How long would you have us stop here,” Coldan asked, turning his attention back to Hevith.

      “If we aren’t going to be able to change anyone else, then I would prefer us to keep moving.”

      “North? Have you detected anyone with that?” He motioned toward Hevith’s pocket and the inestar.

      “I haven’t. I think I should be able to, but so far I haven’t been able to pick up on the sense of anyone or anything. There have to be other Jahor out there.”

      “Unless they are all to the south.”

      Why would that be, though? He had thought about that himself, especially given what he had talked about with Graychen, and how there were other cities with other Movras. In each of those cities, they had Jahor who remained separated and isolated. If Hevith were to have anything to say about it, he would force them back together, to bridge the connections between the Jahor, and find a way to build a people—a real people—that had not had that opportunity before.

      “My father couldn’t have been the only one to know about safety in the north,” Hevith said. “Others would have known.”

      “They would,” Coldan said. “But maybe there is no safety.”

      “My father told me to follow the star Inilahr. That doing so would lead us to the north. He told me to say…” He frowned. He’d never told anyone else what his father had said, though he wondered if there was any reason to keep it from Coldan. “Specific words I don’t even understand.” Looking up at Coldan, he shook his head. “Why would he have done that?”

      “Because he knew something more. Perhaps that was why he was targeted.”

      Hevith hadn’t considered that possibility, but it made sense.

      “We should keep moving,” he said.

      They headed toward the wagons, and Hevith looked at the Firsters he’d changed, searching for whether there was anything he could identify about the change within them. He had a hard time telling.

      When he reached Brandon, he paused. “How do you feel today?”

      Brandon sat on the edge of one of the wagons, looking down at the ground, and barely glanced up when Hevith arrived. “I’m alive.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      Brandon shook his head. “Should it?”

      “I don’t want it to hurt, if that’s what you’re asking, but…” Hevith pulled upon his sense of elaron, thinking about how he could use that in order to connect to Brandon. In doing so, he stretched outward, letting that power flow from him and to Brandon.

      Brandon stiffened the moment that Hevith touched him with that power. “What are you doing?”

      “I was just trying to see if there was anything—”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Do you feel different?”

      “Different. I feel… disconnected. I don’t know what to make of it. Is that what you want to hear?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I just wanted to know how you were feeling.”

      “It was my fault,” Brandon said hurriedly. He looked up, meeting Hevith’s gaze. “I was working on a technique I shouldn’t have. He wasn’t skilled enough for me to have demonstrated that with him, and so when he slipped past me…”

      “I healed you. You’ll be fine. Besides, it might be what we need to do to prepare for war.”

      “Do you really think this will prepare us?”

      Hevith sighed as he considered Brandon. He could feel the change in the elaron within him, even if Brandon didn’t. “I don’t know what to think anymore. When it comes to what’s happened, and the Jahor, along with the Hith, I don’t know. All I know is we’ve suffered. Some of us have suffered more than others, but all of us have suffered.”

      “I should be thankful,” Brandon said.

      “I’m not telling you how to feel.”

      “I realize you’re not. I feel guilty that I’m not more appreciative of what you did for me. Were it not for that, I’d be dead. I’d rather be alive than dead, but would rather have not made the mistake that I did and forced you to do this to me.”

      “Change can be painful.”

      Brandon just nodded.

      “Talk to Coldan. See how he feels about all of this. I know he didn’t want to be changed, either, but now that he has been, I don’t get the sense that he resents it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Hevith nodded. “I talk to Coldan all the time.”

      Brandon pushed off the wagon and started away from Hevith, saying nothing more.

      Why should Hevith have expected anything else? Brandon hadn’t asked for the change, much like Hevith hadn’t asked for the changes he had gone through and experienced. Many of the people who had suffered within the prison hadn’t asked for what had been done to them. They had simply had to accept it.

      He made his way to the lead wagon. Valtek was already there, sitting and examining one of the staffs. He looked up when Hevith took a seat.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Tired, but I think I’ll recover in time.”

      “How do your people feel?”

      “The ones who came to me by choice seem to be doing fine.”

      “And of the others?”

      Hevith twisted and looked back along the line of the wagons. Brandon lumbered slowly. His gait had started to change, one of the first things that Hevith had seen in Coldan as well. “He isn’t sure about what to make of what happened to him. For that matter, I don’t know that I’m sure about what to make of what happened to him, either.”

      “He isn’t thrilled you kept him alive?”

      “He said he didn’t want to die, so I suppose that means he’s thankful for what I did.”

      “Let me tell you what I know about the Jahor soldiers.”

      “Valtek—”

      Valtek shook his head. “I think you need to hear this. Especially if you’re going to continue offering your changes to them. You need to know so they might know.”

      “What is it?”

      “There were plenty of rumors about Jahor soldiers. Some are too fantastic to be true. Others…” He shrugged. “Those who became Jahor soldiers became powerful. Potent. They were given gifts that made them unrivaled in warfare.”

      “You told me that already.”

      “It changed something else about them, though. Power leads to many things, but when it comes to fighting prowess, it’s not always the power that’s the challenge, but the demeanor of the man.”

      Hevith stared straight ahead, sagging a little into his seat. “I’m not sure I’m in the mood for any of your riddles.”

      “This isn’t a riddle. What I’m trying to tell you is that fighting can be difficult.”

      “I know that.”

      “Your people know that, too. Many of them have experienced fighting for years. They suffered. They’ve had victories, but fighting on behalf of the Jahor, they’ve known more defeat. When they’ve had to kill, they’ve done so on behalf of their people.” Valtek looked over toward Coldan. “A Jahor soldier is something else. Something different. Stronger. They become something less by embracing the elaron.” Valtek took a deep breath. “Some believed them nothing but monsters, that they were consumed by the elaron.”

      That didn’t seem to be Coldan, though Hevith would have to watch for it. He didn’t want that to happen to him. “They’ve fought because they had to. They fought to protect their people.”

      “I know that, as do you. I think at one time, all of them knew that as well. With what they’ve seen and been forced to do, you need to make sure the people you’re offering this power to are the people who you want protecting you. They will be Jahor soldiers. They will need to represent the Jahor in the way our people deserve. And you will need to watch to ensure they don’t change too much.”

      Hevith motioned for the wagons to start moving. They started off slowly, the ring breaking and the wagons heading north once again. “The Jahor deserve peace, Valtek. They deserve a chance to not have to fight.”

      “They do.”

      “Then don’t worry about what will happen when these soldiers start fighting on your behalf.”

      Valtek watched him but said nothing.

      They traveled slowly. The sun shone bright overhead, but the wind was cool, making it so that even with the sun, there wasn’t any real warmth to the day. Hevith tried to keep the wagons moving at a steady pace, not wanting to urge them too quickly, but he felt the same desire as everyone in the wagons and wanted to get somewhere. Even finding another village would be better than the days of empty travel. There were no signs of roads. No signs of others out here.

      Thankfully, there were no further signs of the strange creatures Coldan had discovered. He asked about it every so often, but Coldan only shook his head. There was nothing to be concerned about. That didn’t change the slight worry Hevith had that they might return.

      It was near dark when he detected something.

      It wasn’t with his eyes. If that had been the case, Hevith thought it would have been better. Instead, what he detected was through his connection to magic. He didn’t know what it was. As he focused on that sense of magic, trying to better understand that power, he found himself pushing out through the inestar.

      Valtek got to his feet, gripping the carved staff in one hand, staring into the darkness.

      “What do you sense?” Hevith asked.

      “I’m not sure. There’s something out there.”

      “I picked up on it as well.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Not long.”

      Valtek slipped his hand along the length of the staff. “I’m trying to do as you instructed to pull power off, but there’s nothing.”

      The wagon lumbered along at a slow pace, moving carefully across the ground. He squeezed the inestar, using the power of it as he pushed outward, straining for any sort of connection that might be out there. Using the inestar, he wasn’t able to come up with anything.

      What if it wasn’t the elaron?

      That might mean the Hith. The ne’rash.

      He didn’t have any way of detecting that, but he might be able to call it off.

      “Can I borrow that?”

      Valtek handed him the staff and Hevith focused on it. There was a sense of power within it, though he suspected that sense came from the way that Valtek had been attempting to draw power off. Instead of drawing it off anything else, it seemed to have drawn off Valtek so the staff now stored his connection to the elaron.

      Hevith pushed that sense out. There was no need for it, and it would only lead to him confusing the sense of power.

      Focusing on the energy around him, he tried to sweep power off.

      There wasn’t anything.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      There was something.

      Just not Hith.

      What did he detect?

      Hevith held the staff outward, trying to use it to call to power, but as he did, there wasn’t anything that came to him from it. As much as he thought that he might be able to pull that power away, he failed.

      “There’s something out there,” Hevith said.

      “That’s what I thought, but I can’t detect what it is.”

      “I don’t think it’s the Hith.”

      “Why?”

      Hevith shook his head. “The magic is wrong. I don’t know how to describe it in any other way than that, but the magic feels off.”

      He squeezed the staff, thinking about the power that he’d detected through it, and couldn’t come up with any other answer than that. Not ne’rash. Not elaron.

      “How many other kinds of power do you know about?”

      “Melahn only taught me about those two.”

      With the comment, Hevith realized how sheltered Valtek had been. He’d formed the village and he had done what he thought was necessary to protect his people, but he didn’t know anything about the outside world.

      “There has to be something more.”

      “There doesn’t have to be other power in the world. What we have, and what the Hith have, is enough.”

      “There’s the Vicenz. What Mother is able to do. The staff and these other items are a way to use power. They can reach and hold magic on their own.” That suggested at least one other way to reach for magic.

      Could that be what he detected?

      Hevith started down the wagon, pausing to look at Valtek. “Keep the wagons heading north.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Probably nothing.”

      Hevith found Coldan near the front of the caravan. “There’s something up ahead.”

      “Hith?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t think it’s the Hith, though I’m not entirely sure. I don’t detect that sense of magic from them. Whatever it is has something that I can detect, but not Hith magic.”

      Coldan looked along the length of the caravan. “You want me to go and investigate.”

      “Somebody needs to, but you don’t have to go by yourself. Bring Brandon with you.”

      “He’s barely recovered. I’m not sure bringing Brandon along on something like this, especially if there is some potential for danger, makes the most sense.”

      “Brandon is struggling. I think having him come along and giving him a purpose would be beneficial to him.”

      “There are other times for that,” he said.

      “I think this is the time for it.”

      Coldan looked as if he wanted to argue before biting it back and shrugging.

      “I’ll let you know what we uncover.”

      “You don’t want me to come with you?”

      Coldan paused. “Maybe it would be beneficial if you came along. Especially if Brandon is still struggling with his role. You understand the elaron in a way I don’t. If anyone can help him because of his troubles, it will be you.”

      Hevith didn’t necessarily want to go off, and he knew he would have to eventually trust people like Coldan and the other Firsters to do so, but he was the one who had detected something.

      It didn’t take long for Coldan to find Brandon, and together they started off.

      Coldan had to keep his movements slower for Hevith. Even Brandon seemed to have an easier time than Hevith did, loping along the ground, chewing up the distance. Every so often, Hevith would pause and focus on what he detected in the distance. There was nothing more than what he had felt before, though the sense of it was still there. It hadn’t faded, and it certainly hadn’t disappeared altogether.

      He wasn’t entirely sure what it was.

      He had started to slow when Coldan called for a stop and motioned to the ground. “Look at this marking,” Coldan said.

      Hevith crouched down next to it. It looked much like the one they had seen before, enormous, the same as the other. This one dimpled the ground far more than the other one had. As he leaned forward, he noticed a musky odor.

      “Whatever caused this was here recently,” Hevith said.

      “You can tell that from the paw print?” Brandon asked.

      Hevith frowned, shaking his head. “I can smell something. The other one didn’t have any stench to it.”

      “We should be careful,” Coldan said.

      Hevith maintained his focus in front of him, staring at the ground as he walked. He slowed as he made his way forward, and Coldan and Brandon slowed with him. Whatever he detected seemed closer.

      Coldan unsheathed his sword. He glowed softly as he walked forward.

      A forest blocked their way to the west. It curved toward them, and unless they wanted to head through the forest, they were going to have to move north and east. Hevith glanced at the night sky, noting the star Inilahr and how it led through here. His father wouldn’t have wanted them to come this way. How would the wagons have traveled through here?

      “You think it’s any coincidence that we are nearing the forest and we come across the strange creature?” Hevith asked.

      “No,” Coldan said.

      As they made their way toward the forest, Hevith went slowly at first, focusing on the trees. They were taller than most they’d encountered, and they had large leaves. Several of them had flowers growing from the lower branches, though nothing like that on the upper branches. Hevith found himself staring. The fragrance of the forest was almost pleasing, though there was an undercurrent of something else. It was rot or perhaps darkness. He wasn’t entirely sure what it was.

      “I don’t want to go in there,” Brandon said.

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t think any of us want to go in.”

      He held onto the sense of power he detected. He recognized something more.

      That power was not elaron and not ne’rash.

      Hevith frowned, glancing at Coldan. “It’s familiar.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not entirely sure, only that whatever I detect is familiar. It’s almost like I’ve felt this power before.”

      He stared at the forest and looked everywhere around him. He didn’t want to draw upon anything that might pose any danger, and so he held onto the connection to the elaron but didn’t do anything more with it. He simply let the power fill him.

      He recognized something more. “I know what it is.”

      “Do we need to go for the others?”

      Hevith tipped his head to the side, focusing on that sense again. Could it be that it was the same energy that he detected from the staff and the other items that Mother had made?

      Why would it be here?

      Hevith wouldn’t expect to detect Mother using the sense of the staff, but having been around the staff and other items like that, he had come to realize they had a specific sort of energy to them. It was unique, and different from that of the elaron or the ne’rash.

      He paused at the edge of the forest. A tingling washed over his skin, but he suspected it to be nothing more than nerves. He was uncomfortable here.

      “We should head back,” Brandon said.

      “You can both go back.”

      “What are you going to do?” Coldan asked, grabbing for Hevith’s wrist.

      “I need to understand what’s in here.”

      “Not by yourself.”

      “If Mother is here, we need to know.”

      Hevith could almost feel the wagons far behind them. Even though he couldn’t see them, there was a sense they were back there.

      It was strange that he would be aware of it in such a way. Hevith thought it came from his connection to the inestar, though he wasn’t actively connecting to it now.

      “We can’t bring the wagons in here. The other Firsters need to protect the wagons. If there is some danger here, it would be better for us to go after it,” Hevith said.

      “You said yourself that we didn’t have to head this way,” Coldan said. He motioned toward the line of the forest and how it faded away to the north and east. “We could keep heading in that direction.”

      “We could, but I have a feeling that whatever we’re after is in here.”

      Plus the star led him here.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Whatever we are after, or whatever you are after?”

      “We need to do this,” Hevith said.

      Coldan watched him, a deep frown on his face, and he shook his head. “Not we. You and I.” He turned to Brandon. “Go back to the wagons and let them know where we are. If we don’t return in…” He glanced over at Hevith.

      “A day,” Hevith said.

      “A day,” Coldan said, nodding, “then have them keep moving. I believe Valtek knows how to run the wagons safely enough.”

      Hevith would’ve smiled under any other circumstance, but right now, he felt only a trace of anxiety.

      Brandon looked at the two of them. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Sure as I can be,” Hevith said. “Keep an eye out for the strange creatures whose paw prints we saw.”

      Brandon’s eyes widened slightly and Hevith regretted what he’d said. He didn’t really think there was any danger from creatures like that, though something had to have made that imprint.

      Brandon turned, jogging back the way they had come, leaving Hevith and Coldan alone.

      “Well?” he said.

      “Are you ready?” Hevith asked.

      “There isn’t anything for us to be concerned about,” Coldan said.

      “I know. We just need to do this.”

      “No. I was saying that for myself. There isn’t anything that we need to be concerned about.”

      Hevith smiled. “It’s just a forest.”

      “Just a dark and frightening forest, one that seems to carry with it the sense of the same power you detected when we were attacked by the Vicenz. Nothing more than that.”

      Hevith smiled to himself. “Plus the inestar seems to guide us this way.” And the star Inilahr. That had to matter. “Are you ready?”

      Coldan nodded, and with that, they headed into the forest.
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      A forested path stretched in front of us. We’d been traveling for the better part of three days since leaving Comstack behind, the city and the comfort of the inn little more than a memory. Coldan had negotiated horses on our behalf, which I suspected meant he’d beaten someone to force them to allow us to take the horses. It was possible he’d paid them with jewels, but I wondered whether he had been willing to draw attention to us in that way. Far easier to assault someone and take their horses. That happened often enough that we probably wouldn’t even raise any notice. Someone trying to pay with jewels would draw notice.

      It was late in the day. The sun dipped toward the horizon, no longer as warm as it had been, though the bright beams of sunlight made it difficult to see easily, forcing me to cup my hand over my eyes in order to make out where we were heading. The others either didn’t have the same trouble or they were pretending to ignore it.

      “Do you still detect it?” Coldan asked.

      I glanced over at him. Seeing a man as large as Coldan on a horse that size was almost comical. Thankfully, he’d claimed a strong animal. “I’ve not lost the sense of it ever since we left.”

      “Where is it going?” Shae asked.

      Nodding into the distance, I said, “North. Always north.”

      There was a time when I’d believed that heading north would lead me to safety. That was before I understood the nature of the war and the nature of everything that we faced. Now I knew better. The north wasn’t safe. There was no real safety.

      There had been. For a time, we had managed to find a sense of peace. Even places like this had been relatively peaceful. The threat of the Volatar, the threat of what the Jahor might do, had pushed the Hith empire back, keeping them from spreading their insidious tendrils outward and toward our lands. In many places, the evidence of what they’d done remained. I could still see it when we passed through, though I wasn’t sure if that was something that was because of my familiarity with it or whether there really was something the Hith had left behind.

      Erich and Shae spoke softly to each other as they rode ahead. Every so often, Shae would start to glow, the elaron power she was pulling on enough that I could see it, though I might be the only one of our party able to do so. I couldn’t tell whether Coldan noticed. Over the years I’d known him, he always claimed he wasn’t able to see it, though I never knew whether or not that was true. There were times when it seemed as if he could see that power.

      The longer Shae worked with intention, the more likely it was that she would be able to recognize other aspects that came with the power. Reaching into the elaron was like dipping into a lake. When you emerged from it, you were wrapped in that power and filled with the light of it.

      “She’s been working with him today,” I said.

      Coldan grunted. “She’s been working with him most days. She’s skilled.”

      “Not yet, but I think she can be,” I said.

      It would take time. It would take me working more with her—or for her to find a way to use the power she possessed. Often, it was easier to have someone teach than to try to find the nature of the power on your own. That had been my experience, at least. When I’d been learning to use the elaron, it had taken me finally finding someone who knew enough to be able to demonstrate aspects of that power before I could really start to explore what it meant for me.

      After a while, Shae joined me. Erich did so as well, though he seemed reluctant to do so.

      “You’re doing well,” I said.

      Shae flushed slightly. “You noticed?”

      I nodded. “It’s hard not to.” I glanced at Erich. “Is it getting any easier?”

      He looked over at Shae. “Not like it once was. After what happened…”

      “What is it?” I asked, when it seemed he didn’t want to go on.

      “I don’t feel like I’m the same.”

      I frowned at him, though I tried to hide my concern. Manipulating a person’s connection to the elaron could bring changes. That had been what happened with Coldan, so I knew that it could cause problems. I didn’t think that it had changed anything for Erich, though. Maybe I had been wrong.

      “I will keep working with you,” Shae offered.

      “I will as well,” I said.

      “What about your other power?” she asked. “Don’t you need to learn how to control that?”

      At least that was no longer a secret with them. “I’ve been reluctant to do so.”

      “Isn’t that power key to us stopping these creatures?”

      She wasn’t wrong, but it was more than a reluctance. There was a part of me that was scared. I didn’t want to risk the danger.

      “Now is the best time to do it. Out here, you can’t hurt anyone,” she said.

      “Other than the people I’m traveling with.”

      “You aren’t going to hurt us,” Coldan said as he rode in front of us.

      “Are you so sure?”

      Coldan looked back at me to frown. “I don’t think you’re going to hurt us. Besides, I’m here. Shae’s here. Something goes wrong, you’ve got people who should be able to intervene.”

      Should be able to intervene.

      Gripping the reins, I squeezed them, looking around.

      Embracing that power was dangerous.

      It would be destructive. I would be destructive.

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I let myself feel the power of the ne’rash. It was there, as it often was, flowing through me. There was no challenge in reaching it. The sense of the ne’rash was all too easy to draw upon. All it took was to reach down into that sense and I could call to it.

      Embrace the anger that came with it.

      It surged.

      I let it come.

      Trying to control the ne’rash was like trying to control a rushing river. There was no way to control it. Better to simply try to ride along with it and see if I could steer where that power went. In this case, the power was trying to throw me free, but I recognized the way it did, the way the power tried to force me off, and I recognized I could slide with it.

      “Do you have it?”

      I glared at Coldan before taking a breath and trying to steady myself. If I could do that, I could find a way to let the power stay with me, but I didn’t have to let it control me.

      “I have it.” My voice sounded different, as it often did.

      Shae turned toward me. The light of the elaron she held onto began to glow with more intensity.

      Would she attack?

      All it would take would be for me to wrap the ne’rash around her. I could use that power, I could squeeze, letting it suffocate her so that she couldn’t continue to threaten me. There would be no one left to threaten me.

      Those were the thoughts I had to get a handle on.

      I was aware of it and knew I could find a way to press those thoughts down. I had to find a way to do it. If I let them overwhelm me, I would be succumbing to the effect of the ne’rash.

      Control.

      That was what I needed.

      Not even control, really. What I needed was to know how to use the power and how to release it when the time came. If I could do those things, then I wouldn’t have to worry about whatever control I might or might not have.

      I could use the ne’rash.

      I let it flow outward. The power struck the ground near us, blasting a massive crater. It was strangely satisfying using the power like that, the way it was meant to be used, the way I could call that power, to try to prove I had a control over it. All I had to do was to continue to force that energy out, letting it explode.

      The ne’rash started to fill me again.

      It was a dark energy.

      I embraced it. How could I do anything differently?

      The power flowed within me. It demanded release.

      Blasting at the ground was fine, but I wanted something that gave a better sense of the destruction that I could control. Turning toward one of the nearby trees, I unleashed that power, letting it strike the base of the trunk.

      With a satisfying crack, the tree came down.

      Shae gasped.

      Good. Now she’d know the kind of power that I had access to. She wouldn’t think to challenge me.

      She wasn’t going to attack me.

      I forced those thoughts down.

      “Hevith?”

      “It’s too hard,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “The Hith can control it. You can too.”

      It was a taunt, and almost enough of one that I lost control and unleashed my anger on him, but I resisted.

      Coldan was my friend.

      More than any other thought I had, that one stayed with me.

      How could I use the ne’rash and not get caught up in the feelings that came with it?

      There would have to be some way to let that power fill me but not get overwhelmed.

      I needed to find it within me. I needed to find a way to understand the power, to understand what I needed to do with it, or I risked losing it.

      Inhaling deeply, that sense of the ne’rash stayed with me, but the raging torrent of power wasn’t nearly as potent as it had been before. It was there, and I could feel the way that it flowed through me, but I thought I could find a way to ride along with it rather than let myself get carried away.

      If that power was there, I could find a way to use it. I would have to find a way to be able to embrace that energy, to let it flow through me without losing myself to it. There had to be some way.

      Coldan was right. The Hith managed to use that power without losing themselves.

      Was I less than the Hith?

      What secret did they have?

      I tried to ride along the sense of it, letting it flow through me but not getting drawn into it. It was difficult. Holding on to the nature of the ne’rash, there was a sense of it that wanted to call me to it, almost as if it were trying to drag me within it. I maintained my connection to that power, letting it fill me, but even as I did, it started to consume me again.

      I wasn’t going to be able to hold onto my control of it.

      I had to let go.

      Pushing away that power, I instead tried to reach for the ne’rash. I needed some way of releasing what was flowing within me, some way to find a sense of peace so that I could let go of that anger. It was too much within me.

      “Coldan?”

      He nudged his horse closer, resting a hand on me. There came a warmth. He glowed slightly, power surging from him.

      It washed away from him, coming through me.

      As it did, I began to relax.

      Some of the ne’rash began to ease, slowly dissipating. I let it go, not fighting with it, not trying to do anything other than let that power disappear.

      There was no purpose in trying to hold onto it. I didn’t want to keep that power within me. The only thing I wanted to do with it was to let it disappear.

      Another deep breath. This time, I could feel the shifting nature of the ne’rash. It tried to work within me, trying to build up, but I let it go.

      Then it was gone.

      I rode for a few moments, breathing in and out as I tried to control the waging war of powers within me. Those powers were trying to battle me, each of them wanting to gain control over me.

      Was that what I was destined to deal with?

      Somehow, I was going to have to find that sense of peace within myself.

      “Are you better?” Coldan asked.

      “As well as I can be. It’s difficult to let go of.”

      “What if you don’t let go of it?”

      “I have to let go of it. I don’t think that I can hold onto it.”

      “You may not have to hold onto it, but what if you’re grabbing it in the wrong way?”

      I frowned, looking at him. “What way would I need to grab it, then?”

      Coldan shook his head. “You’re the one connected to these powers. I’m only trying to offer you any sort of insight I might have.”

      Forcing a smile at him, I wished it were so simple.

      “What was it like when you first began to embrace that power?”

      I turned my attention straight ahead of me, looking at Shae and Erich. They were still talking softly, and every so often, Shae would begin glowing, and then Erich would follow. I wondered what she was instructing him on, though anything that she might teach him would be helpful. We needed him to have control as well. If I couldn’t maintain my own control, we needed for the others to be able to have some.

      “It was painful. It was almost as if it were all-consuming. When it began to come to me, I could feel that energy, and I could feel the way that it was trying to blow through me.”

      “What do you mean that it was blowing through you?”

      It was easy to remember how I had sat in the small clearing within the forest. I had been seeking understanding, anything that would help me gain knowledge about what we might need to do to help our people, given the resurgence of the Hith, but I had failed.

      The Trilan had not yet revealed himself at that time.

      I remembered what it was like sitting in the forest. I remembered the way that I had been filled with rage and anger, emotions washing over me that I had learned to control, to hone into a sharp edge so that I could control my power, using that to become the Volatar.

      As those emotions washed over me, I unleashed them in a scream.

      That was the first time that I had felt something different within me.

      I had recognized power.

      Had I not drawn as much power as I had prior to that, I might not have recognized that it was different. I might not have known that it was another great power. Of course, had I not used a fyrwood staff, I might not have recognized the ne’rash anyway.

      “What is it like now?”

      “Not any different. It still wants me to grab onto it, and there’s still a sense that I need to release it, only…”

      Now it was a little bit different. Now it was almost a demand I release it. Anytime I would try to grab onto it, I could feel the way it called to me, the way it forced me to take action. It took everything within my power to resist. There were times I didn’t know if I would be strong enough.

      Times like now.

      Had the others not been there, I wondered what would’ve happened. I might have felt compelled to continue to use that power, to let it explode out from me, and to become what I didn’t want to be.

      “You’ve been able to restrain yourself better.”

      “I’ve learned to recognize the way power calls to me, but I’m not any stronger than before.”

      “What about the person you learned from?”

      I shook my head, looking down at the horse. He seemed to mimic my movements, shaking his head as well. We moved at a steady pace, and with the fading sunlight, we’d need to stop for the day soon.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You still think it was the Trilan trying to use you?”

      I shook my head. “If the Trilan were trying to use me to draw it, I would have expected there would have been something else to the power I was drawing. He would have tried to simply draw it off.”

      “Unless he needs you for something.”

      The idea that I might be needed by the Trilan was almost terrifying. What would the Trilan ever need me for? I was a threat. Now that I knew the nature of these creatures, and that the Trilan either had to be one of them or was directing them, I was even more of a threat.

      Only, that hadn’t always been the case.

      When I’d lost my sense of self, and when I’d stopped being the Volatar, for however brief a time, the Trilan would have been better able to use that to attack. What better time to do so than when I was weakened?

      “You really know how to make someone feel better, don’t you?”

      Coldan smiled. “I’m trying to help you find your way. That’s not always easy. Someone I know once told me the same thing.”

      I laughed softly. “That bastard.”

      “He really is.”

      We reached a small stream running alongside the road and stopped for the night. A copse of trees gave us a place to tie the horses off. Coldan built a small fire, as he had each night we’d camped. He didn’t fear revealing our presence. We’d seen no one else out on the road, though that didn’t necessarily mean we were out of danger.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Shae asked me.

      I looked at the others. “I can control it. If he comes…” If the Trilan came for me again in the Place of Knowing, then I would have to be ready.

      Taking a seat, I closed my eyes, embraced the elaron that was within me, and began to focus on the Place of Knowing.

      That was my way of serving.

      I drifted.

      Separating from my body was growing easier again. It had taken a long time to become comfortable with doing so, but now I could feel the way that I could separate. It carried me upward, drifting into the sky, and I focused on the others beneath me.

      There was a sense of Shae. With her holding as much power and connection to the elaron as she did, I was always able to find her easily. Erich had a sense of power as well, more so over the last few days. Shae had really been helping him progress, more than I had ever really helped. Even Coldan had a soft glow to him that I was able to make out in this form.

      Drifting outward, I focused on the sense around us. It was something I’d done each night, looking at whether there was anything that I would need to be concerned by that might be approaching. I didn’t worry as much about other travelers. For the most part, I could detect them and doubted we’d meet any travelers who posed any danger to us. What I did worry about was whether we would encounter anything else magical that I’d have to be prepared to face.

      There was nothing.

      That should reassure me, but for whatever reason, I remained on edge.

      The creatures remained out there. I could only tell the direction, not where or how many were out there. I’d hesitated to use the Place of Knowing to determine that, not sure whether it was safe to do. When I’d gone into the Place of Knowing in the fortress, the Trilan had reached me, and I didn’t know if he could reach me here.

      He would have to know I was here. If I went chasing after his creatures, what would stop him from knowing that there was anything out here?

      Nothing.

      He might be able to use a connection to those creatures—and I didn’t doubt such a connection existed—to be able to figure out where I was, and where the others were. The Trilan might even have enough power that he’d be able to attack from that distance.

      Drifting upward, I felt something near me.

      I turned in place. A glowing form approached.

      “You could have asked me to come with you,” Shae said.

      Her voice had an ethereal quality to it out here like this. “I could, but this is something I have to do.”

      “By yourself?”

      “I don’t know what I might find. If the creatures are out there, then—”

      “If those creatures are out there, you need someone else with you. You shouldn’t be risking yourself like this, not against anything here.”

      I turned in place. I didn’t often have somebody joining me in the Place of Knowing. The last time had been Shae, but the time before that had been so long ago that I could scarcely remember.

      In this form, drifting as I was, there was usually an isolation, but there was also a peace because of that isolation. I didn’t mind that separation. There were times when I actually preferred it.

      Now, I had to wonder whether Shae would be safe.

      I didn’t like having to worry about her in this place. I knew it could be dangerous to her. She knew that as well. If I faced another attack like the last one, I wasn’t sure whether I would be able to protect her. The last time, I had failed to protect her.

      Shae watched me, and it seemed almost as if she knew my thoughts, and it seemed even more as if she didn’t care. I waited for her, thinking that perhaps she might want to depart, but there was no sense from her that she was willing to do so.

      “If you’re going to explore, I’m going with you,” she said. In this form, there was not much of a shape to her, certainly not enough that I was able to make anything out. She smiled, though I wasn’t entirely sure if the smile was real. It could be my imagination. “What are you looking for?” she asked.

      “Anything that might pose a danger to us.”

      “Have you found anything?”

      I shook my head. In the time I’d been testing the Place of Knowing, each night I’d been coming out here, looking for whether there was anything for us to be concerned about, I hadn’t found anything at all.

      That should reassure me, and for the most part, it did.

      Still, there was some part of me that questioned whether there was something I needed to be more concerned about. In this Place of Knowing, I could detect the power all around us. It was how I was able to pick up on the sense of Shae when she approached.

      “The only thing I can detect is the sense of the creatures in the distance.”

      “To the north,” she said.

      I turned to her. We were floating above the ground, and as we did, there was a vague sense of her, but that was all it was. Just a sense. “Can you detect them?”

      “I don’t detect anything. I’ve heard you and Coldan talking about them. Why is it that you seem disturbed by the idea that they’re in the north?”

      I turned my attention toward the north. In this form, I was able to feel the sense of the creatures much more easily. It filled me with an awareness, and I thought that I could draw upon that sense, letting that awareness and that energy consume me. By reaching for that sense, letting that energy come through me, I could guide us toward them.

      “The north was long rumored to be a place of safety.”

      “Is it?”

      “No.”

      “What’s there?”

      “The tu’alan.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “For a long time, I’d believed it was not for us to know.”

      We drifted farther away from our campsite. Pulling myself away from the north, I drifted, heading in a different direction. Shae followed, saying nothing.

      As far as I could tell, there was nothing out there.

      No sense of danger. No sense of power. No sense of anyone…

      That wasn’t quite right.

      Somewhere to the south and to the west, I detected something.

      That awareness filled me, drawing me toward it.

      Why should it be so prominent now?

      I hadn’t noticed it before, but it came to me.

      Drifting closer, I hesitated.

      Was it one of the creatures?

      Perhaps it was the Hith. In the time we’d been traveling, I’d seen no sign of the Hith. And not the Vicenz.

      What else could there be?

      It wasn’t Jahor. I wouldn’t expect to find large numbers of Jahor, though I didn’t know whether or not I would. It was possible that there were Jahor out there, and that they were just waiting for someone like me to come find them.

      “Hevith?”

      There was something in Shae’s voice that alarmed me.

      I twisted in this form, turning toward her, recognizing the trouble within her voice.

      “Something’s drawing on me,” she said.

      I tried to focus and see if there was anything that I could find, but I didn’t have the same sort of sense. It was possible I wasn’t the target, though.

      Why was she the target?

      The creatures.

      “You have to leave the Place of Knowing,” I said.

      “How?”

      “You have to focus on your body once again. This part should be easy. All you do is close your eyes, focus on yourself, and let yourself return.”

      Even though it should be easy, in practice it wasn’t always so.

      Shae started to drift, drawn toward that strange sense.

      “Shae, you have to focus on your body.”

      “I can’t focus on anything. Whatever is here continues to pull on me, and it’s doing so in a way that makes it difficult for me to—”

      She cried out.

      She was dragged forward.

      There was a power pulling upon her, ripping her free.

      I wasn’t going to lose her like that again. I had already lost her once, and I refused to allow these creatures to take her the same way the Hith had taken her before. Of course, the Hith had probably been acting on behalf of the creatures, much like they’d once acted on behalf of the Vicenz.

      I surged out with elaron.

      I could connect to Shae, but I could also connect to Erich, along with Coldan. Those were the connections I needed, connections that would allow me to hold Shae in place.

      I trapped that power, wrapping it around me. It burst outward, connecting to her.

      And then I held onto her.

      I squeezed as tightly as I could, holding on with everything in my power, and she stayed with me. As I pulled her, I worried I wasn’t going to be able to maintain my grip on her, worried that she would begin to drift off, but she remained alongside me.

      It wasn’t just my power that was holding on to her. It was the power of the others with us.

      Something restricted me, trying to hold onto me to keep me from being able to carry Shae to safety.

      She moaned, and within the form I had taken, I wasn’t able to do anything to soothe her. The only thing I could do was to continue to pull upon her, drawing power with me, holding onto her as long as I could.

      It forced me to wrap power around her.

      I could trap that energy.

      Slowly, the sense pulling on me began to ease. I dragged her back, forcing her once more into her body, waiting for a moment until the energy surged and told me she was fully back in the form she needed to take. Then I returned to my own body.

      Opening my eyes, I looked over at Coldan.

      “They’re coming.”

      Coldan breathed out slowly, tapping his sword sheathed at his side, and nodded.

      We were going to be trapped. The creatures would come from both directions. It would force me to take action in a way I wasn’t sure I was fully prepared to do. It would force me to call upon power I still had yet to master.

      As I looked at the others with me, I knew I had no choice but to do so.

      For their sake, and for mine, I would draw upon everything I could.
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      Darkness swept over them the moment they stepped between the trees. The air cooled considerably, and Hevith held his breath for a long moment before deciding to risk taking a breath. When he did, the smells of the forest assaulted him. There was that of the flowers, a pungent sort of fragrance that filled his nostrils. There was the earthy odor all around him, that of damp earth and decaying leaves. There was something else that hung on the air as well, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure what it was.

      He looked over at Coldan, who still had his sword unsheathed. He watched Hevith with an unreadable expression.

      “We don’t have to stay here for long.”

      “You have a day,” Coldan said.

      “And then?”

      “Then I’m going to drag you out of here if it comes to it.”

      “Even if we don’t have any answers?”

      “If we can’t find any answers within a day, then we aren’t going to find what we need.”

      Hevith nodded. Perhaps that was long enough. He looked up at the trees. The canopy seemed to weave together, the branches high overhead twisting and growing almost as if they overlapped each other. He could almost imagine walking from branch to branch within the forest. He didn’t see any signs of wildlife, but all around him there was a feeling that left him with the sense that something watched them.

      “Do you feel that?”

      “I feel everything here,” Coldan said. “And I like none of it.”

      “I don’t know what it is.”

      “Whatever is here seems to be trying to push us back out of the forest,” Coldan said.

      “I’m not sure that’s what it is or whether it’s our imagination.”

      Coldan looked over at him. “There’s something here. A presence. I don’t know what else to make of it. Can you not feel it?”

      Hevith didn’t detect that. Even now, he was still only aware of the same sense that he had felt when he had come this way. It was a sense of the power that had compelled him to make his way here in the first place. The same power he detected from the staffs they had taken from the attackers.

      Hevith started into the forest. He held onto that sense and awareness and focused on it, thinking that if he could use that to track, they might be able to determine whether there was anything here to be concerned about. There was a sense all around him: power. An energy. That might be only his imagination, but the deeper he went into the forest, the less he thought that was the case.

      Coldan stayed close to him, almost as if he were afraid to leave Hevith behind.

      For that, Hevith was thankful. With as dense as the forest was, and as thickly as the trees seemed to grow together, it wouldn’t be difficult to get lost.

      “You still detect it?”

      Hevith nodded. “Everywhere,” he whispered. It didn’t feel right speaking any louder than a whisper.

      “Why do you think you can detect it?”

      “I don’t really know. It’s not ne’rash and it’s not elaron, so whatever I’m detecting is not powerful.”

      “Are you certain about that?”

      Hevith frowned, shaking his head. “No.”

      It was possible that whatever he detected was powerful. It was potent enough that he could detect something from it, though he didn’t really know why that should be or what it was that he picked up on.

      He paused at one of the trees, tracing his fingers along the trunk. It was a massive trunk, wide enough that he wouldn’t be able to wrap his arms around it, and it had smooth bark with traces of deeper green through gray. The lowest branch was high enough overhead that he couldn’t reach it from the ground.

      “Have you ever seen a tree like this before?”

      “It never seen anything like this before,” Coldan said.

      “This forest, or—”

      “This forest. This place.” His jaw was clenched and he gritted his teeth as he spoke.

      “Is it that bad for you?” Hevith asked.

      “I told you that it seems as if the forest itself is trying to push me back out.”

      “I don’t feel that,” Hevith said.

      “Perhaps it’s because of what you did to me.”

      “Why would be trying to push you out and not me? I’m tied to elaron as well.”

      Coldan shook his head. He held the sword in front of him, and everything in his posture suggested to Hevith that he was prepared to attack at a moment’s notice if it were to come down to that.

      They continued into the forest, and Hevith focused on the trees and the energy but wasn’t able to figure out why he would feel this power around him. Something suggested power to him, just like something suggested there should be a greater energy here. Hevith had no idea why that should be.

      It seemed to come from all around him. It didn’t seem to be focused in any one direction. It was the forest itself.

      Hevith paused near one of the trees. Holding his hand above its surface, he pressed outward with his connection to the elaron. The power flowed out from him, toward the tree, and from there he could feel the nature of it as it washed away from him and through the tree. He waited to see if there was something more that he might be able to detect, but as he maintained a connection to his power and that of the tree, he didn’t find anything.

      “There’s something here. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel the way power is used,” Hevith said.

      “Used, or is it simply power?”

      Hevith glanced over at him, frowning.

      It was an important distinction, and it was one that he hadn’t considered before. If what he detected was simply power, then why would he be picking up on it so diffusely?

      Could it be the trees?

      The staffs and all of the items the attackers had used on them had one thing in common. They were all made of wood.

      What if the wood was the key?

      Hevith didn’t know how they’d been created, but he could feel the power from the staff—along with the other items that he’d detected from Mother.

      “I wonder if she needs a place like this,” Hevith said.

      “Like the forest?”

      “Like these trees in particular.” As he held his hand up and above the trunk, he noticed the energy that was there. It pressed upon him, a slow seeping sense of power that came from the tree and explained what he felt. “If this is what I detected, then we don’t have to—”

      There was movement near him.

      Hevith raised a finger to his lips, looking forward. Coldan slipped behind the tree and peered around it, both of them trying to be as compact as possible. Hevith didn’t feel as if he were hidden, but if there was something else out here in the forest, they would need to be careful. Someone else would know the forest better than them.

      “What did you see?” Coldan whispered.

      “I don’t know. Movement. Nothing else.”

      “I didn’t see it.”

      Hevith stayed as motionless as he could, trying to look around the tree, but didn’t see anything.

      “I don’t see it now, either. Maybe it was my imagination. This forest is strange…”

      Standing upright, he felt the movement again.

      The image of the paw print they’d encountered outside the forest came to him. If there was a creature like that roaming in the forest, he didn’t want to encounter it. That wouldn’t even be the worst thing, though. If there were others like Mother, the other attackers…

      Hevith reached for the elaron. The power filled him. He was thankful for the times that Valtek had wanted him to try to reach for power as quickly as he could. Now that he did, he pulled it from deep within himself. Reaching for the inestar, he drew upon it for a moment.

      There wasn’t anything similar to it here.

      He should have brought a staff with him.

      What had he been thinking, not carrying something that would allow him to draw the power of the Hith? If they were attacked by the Hith, he would need to be protected. Coldan would offer some protection, but he wouldn’t be able to offer everything that they might need.

      “Stay here,” Coldan said.

      “We should both stay here.”

      “You don’t know what’s out there. I’m able to move faster and quieter than you.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since you changed me. Now stay.”

      Coldan slipped off and Hevith didn’t move. He held onto the trunk of the tree, focusing on what power he could, wanting to use it to track Coldan. Strangely, it seemed as if he could detect the sense of him much easier now than when he had focused on him before. Hevith held onto some of the power through the inestar, and that allowed him to track where Coldan went.

      He moved quickly and circled around them.

      Hevith had known he could move quickly, but detecting him in this way made it simpler to know what Coldan could do. He could feel the raw speed he used as he raced through the forest. There was no sound of movement. No sound of anything.

      It was almost as if he weren’t even there.

      How was Coldan able to do that?

      Hevith followed him before realizing the mistake in doing that. By tracking after Coldan, if there was anyone who was aware of them, all they would have to do would be to follow Hevith and they would know how to reach Coldan as well.

      He held onto his power. At least with that, he didn’t have to pull on much else. It was just the power of the elaron through the inestar and he was able to feel where Coldan went.

      Hevith watched everywhere around him.

      There was no further movement.

      There had to be something he’d detected.

      Not Hith. Not elaron. Something other.

      He tried to focus on that power, but there was a sense of it that pushed against him.

      When he’d been detecting it before, he hadn’t recognized the pressure as he did now. That pressure was what Coldan had detected when he said that there was something within the forest that tried to push him away. He hadn’t felt it before, but now that he was aware of it, it was all he could feel.

      Something moved near him.

      What he could detect of Coldan told Hevith that it wasn’t him.

      Whatever it was remained near.

      It was this other.

      That pressure tried to push him back.

      Almost as if it were trying to push him away from the forest.

      He stepped away from the tree. It was a dangerous thing to do, but he needed to know what was there. When he moved forward, that sense of pressure built suddenly.

      It tried to force him away.

      Not an attack, at least not the kind of attack that Hevith would have expected. He wasn’t entirely sure what he detected, but it didn’t seem to be anything trying to harm him. All he noticed was that pressure.

      Coldan had to be feeling it as well.

      Could that be why it seemed as if Coldan were moving farther away from him?

      Now that he focused on him, he could tell Coldan wasn’t staying near him as he had before.  What if this power forced Coldan back?

      Holding onto the power of the inestar, Hevith tried to find where Coldan was going.

      Each step took him farther from Hevith.

      He followed.

      The pressure seemed to guide him, giving him a push along the way. Hevith tried to ignore it, but the sense urged him faster. By focusing on the inestar, he was able to focus on the power that was within him and within Coldan, but he didn’t know if the elaron was going to be enough.

      Coldan was there in front of him.

      Not far, but just beyond his ability to see him. The sense of pressure that built behind him persisted, leaving him heading forward and after him.

      Using the inestar, Hevith tried something else.

      Rather than using it to feel for where Coldan was, he used it to call to Coldan.

      It was something he’d been doing along the journey. He had taken to drawing power through the inestar and using that power to help him attempt to summon other Jahor. There hadn’t been a sense of any of them before. Now that he pushed on that sense, he still didn’t detect anything. That had as much to do with the nature of the inestar and the lack of Jahor as anything.

      Stopping near one of the trees, Hevith held onto the power from the inestar and drew that power from it and let it flow outward, summoning Coldan.

      Pressure pressed against him again. It seemed as if it was building.

      As before, he didn’t think it was an attack.

      Whatever was holding that power was trying to get him out of the forest.

      That wasn’t the sort of thing that he would have expected from Mother or the other attackers. They had come with violence. They’d been willing to attack. They had harmed Valtek and the others from the village.

      This was pressure. Nothing more than that.

      Why should there be that pressure if there wasn’t anything trying to harm him?

      Hevith held onto the nearest of the trees. Staying this close to it, he breathed in the sense of the bark, that of the fragrance coming off the flowers and the leaves, and even that of the forest floor decaying near him.

      There was something more out here.

      That sense built.

      Could he follow the pressure?

      Using the elaron, he thought he might be able to fight through it.

      Hevith pushed along that sense. There was a strange slippery sense to it. By pushing outward with a hint of the elaron, he thought he could track along that power to see where it hid.

      A different awareness came to him.

      Coldan.

      He’d approached, following the summons of the inestar, and was near.

      Not wanting Coldan to be injured, Hevith stepped forward. He moved away from the tree, closer to the same sense that he detected, pushing against the pressure that was there.

      Shadows nearby caught his attention. A figure began to make its appearance known.

      Behind the shadows, Coldan carried his sword. The blade glowed, pushing back the darkness within the forest.

      Hevith wanted to warn him, but there didn’t seem to be any way that he would be able to do it without drawing attention to Coldan.

      Coldan lifted his glowing sword.

      He was going to attack, but what was he going to attack?

      There was no sign of anything there. Just the darkness. The shadows. The pressure all around.

      Hevith fought against that and moved forward.

      The inestar started to feel warm in his pocket from the power he drew through it. Could he be connecting to the other Jahor even from here? Hevith didn’t know if that was possible. Having used it in that way before, and knowing that such power was possible through the inestar, he might be calling on power through the device in a way that would draw power from the rest of the Jahor on the wagons.

      That power became available to him.

      Hevith held onto it. Using that sense of power, he forced his way forward. First slowly, but then with increasing movement. Hevith took a step, then another, knowing that he would be able to get closer to this.

      Pressure threatened to overwhelm him. As he fought against it, Hevith had no idea why it would be so strongly forcing him back.

      Coldan moved the sword.

      Then the pressure eased.

      The shadows lifted.

      Hevith found himself standing across from what looked to be a child—but a child holding a twisted staff that looked to be formed out of a branch from one of the trees.
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      Coldan remained behind the child, sword pressed up against their back and glowing with the same light Hevith had seen from it before. A dark look of irritation flashed on his face, mixed with something else that Hevith wasn’t able to read. His jaw clenched as he pressed forward, the power of the elaron filling him, though Hevith knew that he didn’t have any control over it himself.

      “Who are you?” Hevith asked.

      The child looked to be barely into his teens. Thin and lithe, there was something unusual about his appearance, his brown hair pulled back and tied with what looked to be a thin vine. His dark brown eyes studied Hevith. There was no concern in them.

      “Who are you?” Hevith asked again.

      Coldan remained fixed in place, holding his sword up against the person’s back.

      As Hevith watched him, he wondered if he had his age wrong. There was something about the eyes that made him question. The rest of him looked like a child, but the eyes belonged to a much older person. They were calm—and knowing.

      “You should not be here.” The boy spoke with a strange and harsh accent, as if he struggled with the language.

      Had they traveled so far that the language wasn’t even the same in this part of the world? He didn’t think they had, but Valtek’s village was the only one they’d come across in quite some time.

      “There’s something in the forest that brought us here.” Hevith studied the boy—man?—and tried to determine if what he detected came from him. Here he had thought that what he had started to pick up on was from the forest itself, but that might not be the case. Could it be this boy?

      “You should not be here.”

      Hevith shared a look with Coldan. He’d withdrawn his sword but still stood as if he were ready for the possibility that he might need to attack. He watched the boy, suspicion in his eyes. Hevith shared that suspicion.

      “Who are you?” Hevith wanted to ask other questions, but that seemed the most appropriate for a beginning. The boy opened his mouth, and Hevith shook his head. “I know. I shouldn’t be here. I am. We are. We’re trying to understand what we detected here. Nothing more than that.”

      Perhaps it was a bit more than that, but it didn’t seem to Hevith that he could explain that to this boy.

      “Are you the reason for the pressure against us?” Hevith asked.

      Coldan frowned, studying Hevith. “You felt it?”

      “Not at first,” he started, keeping his gaze on the boy. “When you first mentioned it, I didn’t know what you were talking about.” He studied the boy, meeting his eyes. They were darkened and there was a trace of a line around each side. A boy wouldn’t have wrinkles like that. “After you were gone, I started to notice the pressure building against me. I had to push against it, and I tried to use the inestar to call to you.”

      There was something of a flickering within the boy’s eyes.

      “You recognize the name,” Hevith said.

      The boy frowned. “You should not have it.”

      At least that was something else. “Did you know Melahn?”

      There came the slight flickering of recognition across his eyes.

      “You did.” He would have to find out how. “She’s gone. When she died, she asked me to lead the Jahor.” He took a risk and pulled the inestar out of his pocket, holding it out. It continued to glow, the power that he’d been drawing through it building within him.

      The boy reached for it.

      Hevith started to withdraw his hand, but the inestar seemed to react to the boy. The device started to pulsate with power.

      “Melahn is gone?”

      Hevith nodded.

      The boy lowered his hand. Something about his expression had changed. There was still the sense of age and understanding in his eyes, but there was something else mixed within it. “Then you will come with me.”

      The boy turned and started into the forest.

      He moved quickly, reminding Hevith of how Coldan could move. Only, the way the boy moved was with a strange sort of animal grace.

      If they waited too long, they’d lose him.

      Hevith started forward but Coldan grabbed him by the wrist. “What are you doing?”

      “We’ve been looking for something. This is something.”

      “We don’t know what this is. Who this is.” Coldan nodded toward the boy. “There’s something off about him.”

      “I know.”

      “Then you should know we shouldn’t follow him. The others are waiting for us. We need to get back to them before anyone else comes.”

      “Brandon would have given word that we needed the day.”

      “You intend to take the entire day?”

      “I intend to see what this person knows. He knew Melahn. He recognized the inestar. And these trees are what the devices like the staffs are made out of. We need to know why.”

      Hevith hurried forward to catch up to the boy, but there would be no catching up. He moved quickly, disappearing into the forest. Hevith raced after him and found he needed to use his connection to the sense coming from the boy in order to follow.

      Coldan was able to keep pace much more easily than Hevith, and as he loped along the forest, there was a sense of energy coming off him. His sword remained sheathed, though it still glowed softly. For that matter, the inestar still glowed softly.

      Hevith saw where the boy had turned and began to head that way. “The pressure we detected wasn’t trying to harm us. The only thing it was trying to do was push us out of the forest.”

      “If it was trying to push us out of the forest, then why do you want to come deeper into it?”

      “Do you feel that pressure anymore?”

      Coldan frowned. They slipped around a massive tree. The ground had become firmer, so they didn’t sink into the detritus around them nearly as much. The air had changed, growing a little warmer. More humid. Hevith wondered why that would be. The fragrance to the air had shifted as well, something sweeter than it had been before.

      “I don’t.”

      “I think he was responsible for it.”

      “That’s even more reason to be careful.”

      “Which I’m doing. Traveling through here with him doesn’t make me less careful, but it does mean I’m going to see if we can’t find anything that will help us.”

      “How do you think this…”

      Hevith looked over at Coldan but found the other man was staring out into the distance.

      He turned the focus of his attention outward, following where he looked.

      The boy was nearby, but that wasn’t what caught Hevith’s attention. There was an entire city built within the forest. At first, it appeared simple, as if some of the structures surrounded the trees, but there were mounds of earth that crested around them, and the farther that they went into the strange city, the more that it seemed there were structures. What appeared to be trees were not that at all. They were buildings that looked like trees, the massive trunks forming something akin to a tower, with dozens of windows looking out over the forest. Vines snaked around these towers, crawling out along what seemed to be branches, but were in fact bridges that allowed people to navigate along them.

      Everything about it was immense. Impressive. There was power here, though Hevith couldn’t tell if it was elaron or something else. Certainly not ne’rash. He suspected, though didn’t know, that there were other great powers that existed in the world, so it was possible this boy and his people had access to one of them.

      “Where are we?” Hevith whispered.

      “This is Cu’ahlathien. You are the first since Melahn to be permitted to come.”

      Hevith dragged his gaze away from the trees. Even the small clearing with the buildings wrapped around the trees was impressive. There were hundreds of buildings, all of them connected to the trees. More than that, he could feel a strange stirring of energy from everything here.

      There was power.

      Not elaron and not ne’rash, at least as far as he could tell. The power he detected was different. It seemed to come from everything and everywhere. Much like he’d detected in the forest, there was some sense that it came from the trees, but even that didn’t feel quite right. The people were filled with power.

      All of that came to him through the inestar.

      That was surprising.

      Hevith had thought the inestar would only allow him to detect the power from the Jahor. Why would he now be able to detect something else? These were definitely not Jahor, though standing here as he was, he didn’t know how to explain them.

      “Why us?”

      “You have the inestar.”

      Hevith looked down at it. The device glowed with a soft energy. It wasn’t as bright as it had been before, though there was something within it that suggested the power that he felt from the inestar might be more potent, even if the glowing light wasn’t what he’d seen.

      “I have the inestar, but…” Hevith looked at the boy. “What are you?”

      The man—Hevith realized as he looked at him that he wasn’t a boy; with eyes that looked at him like they did, he couldn’t be—guided them forward.

      Hevith wanted to follow. More than anything, he wanted to know more about this place and more about these people.

      Coldan didn’t resist.

      They followed the man into the city.

      When they passed the first homes, the people within them started to look over at Hevith and Coldan. The farther they went, the more Hevith had the sense that they were watching him. Their gazes remained locked on him. No one spoke.

      They were all of a similar size to the man Hevith followed. He drew through the inestar to see if there was something else that he might be able to detect about them, but there wasn’t anything other than the power that he’d already picked up on.

      They reached a larger clearing. In this part of the forest, the trees weren’t nearly as close together and there were no buildings built along the trees. A series of massive stones created a circle in the center, and the man guided them toward it.

      Hevith approached slowly.

      The power he’d detected came more strongly from those stones. He didn’t know what they might find when they neared, but there was enough of a sense of that power that he wanted to be careful as they got closer.

      Coldan seemed to pick up on it as well, approaching more cautiously.

      Hevith looked around, his gaze sweeping over everything here, before pausing and meeting Coldan’s gaze. There was a flicker of concern within his eyes. It was a concern Hevith understood—and shared.

      They reached the outermost stone.

      There were carvings along the stone in a language Hevith didn’t recognize and couldn’t read. Though he had traveled quite a bit with his family, and had encountered many languages and peoples, this wasn’t one he knew.

      The man paused in the opening between the stones. He looked back at them, locking eyes for a moment as if trying to decide whether he should lead them forward again.

      Nodding to himself, his lips moved as if he were having a conversation with someone only he could hear.

      Hevith held tightly to the inestar. He didn’t know what they might find, but he wanted to be ready for whatever it was that might be up ahead.

      When they reached the outermost ring of stone, a washing sense of power swept over him. Hevith tried to hold onto the sense of elaron, but it escaped him.

      He started to turn, but Coldan pushed forward.

      When he did, he gasped.

      “It’s gone,” Hevith whispered.

      “What happened?” Coldan said.

      “They stripped my connection to the elaron. It’s gone.”

      Not having it left him concerned. There shouldn’t be a way for them to pull that power away from him. Hevith tried to reach for it, using what Valtek had taught him, but he couldn’t draw on it. Even as he reached for it, it failed to come to him.

      Hevith thought about backing out. They could head back through the forest, and he thought that once out there, he could use the inestar to guide him back to the wagons, but these people had known Mel.

      If she’d wanted him to come here, why not simply tell him?

      Hevith continued carefully forward, concerned about the separation from his connection to the elaron. Coldan remained close by, near enough that he could feel his presence behind him. It was reassuring having him along. For his part, Coldan seemed undisturbed. He moved forward, unmindful of the danger, though Hevith wasn’t even sure if there was a danger. He was only aware of the sense around him of a certain sort of power.

      The strange man remained only a short distance in front of him. Every so often, he would look back at Hevith before turning. It seemed as if they were walking an impossibly far distance given the size of the clearing, and then the man stopped.

      Three others waited.

      They stood watching, almost as if anticipating Hevith and Coldan’s arrival.

      They looked similar to the other man. Not the same, but close enough that he would have thought them siblings were he to have seen them out of the forest. Much like the other man, they had a youthful appearance to them, from the way their brown hair was pulled back and wrapped with what appeared to be vines, to the smooth skin and slight stature. The only part of them that struck him as different was their eyes. Much like the other man, there was an expression within their eyes, a reflection of wisdom and knowledge that would not have been present in someone who was the age that they appeared.

      The central figure had more feminine features. For that matter, all of them had something that appeared slightly feminine, but she struck him as more feminine than the others. Her hair was a little longer and her cheeks flushed with a bit more color. She watched him, her head tilted slightly to the side, almost as if expecting something out of him. Hevith glanced at the others before turning his attention back to her. She was the one he needed to focus on.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “We could ask you the same.”

      “It seems you knew I was coming,” Hevith said.

      The young woman watched him. “We have been aware of your presence.”

      “How?”

      “When you first entered the forest. We recognized a foreign presence within our borders.”

      “The forest is yours?”

      Hevith glanced over at Coldan. He was watching the woman, along with the others here. He had his hands at his sides, though a certain edge of tension remained within him. Hevith had no idea what Coldan might do, but he didn’t think he would attack these three—four—although he wasn’t entirely certain.

      “The forest is no more ours than it is yours, though the forest does permit us to remain.”

      Hevith looked around. The stones circled him, rising high overhead, and from those stones came a strange sense of energy. It was the same sense of energy he’d detected before. He could feel it, and he could feel how it was pushing upon him.

      Why, though? What could it be?

      “You knew Melahn,” Hevith said.

      The woman glanced over at the man who’d brought them here.

      “He tells me that Melahn is gone,” the man said.

      “Melahn should not be gone.” The woman’s eyes closed, and for a moment she stiffened, and it seemed as if she were doing something. Hevith focused on watching her, trying to get a sense of just what she did, but couldn’t tell what it was that she did.

      Her eyes remained closed and she stood stiffly for a long moment. It seemed to Hevith that she was using power of some sort. The woman’s eyes suddenly opened and she looked over at the others. “She is gone.”

      Hevith nodded. “A man named Morad came to Yarshin and attacked.”

      “I don’t know this man,” she said.

      “He was working with someone else. Morad is gone”—at least, Hevith hoped that Morad was gone—“but another remains. She escaped from us. We had captured her and intended to bring her to justice.”

      Even that wasn’t entirely true. Hevith had captured Mother, intending to force her to teach him. He didn’t have any plans for her beyond that. Once she taught, what did he intend to do after that?

      He hadn’t given it much thought.

      The only thing he’d considered was that he would find answers from her. He had intended to demand them from her, and if she wouldn’t share what he needed, then…

      He didn’t know what he had intended to do if she wouldn’t provide him with what he needed. Answers, but even in that, she’d resisted him. She’d managed to deflect his attempts at finding those answers.

      Then she had harmed others.

      All of that was because Hevith hadn’t been willing to take a definitive action. He should have known better, and given what they had gone through, he should have anticipated that there was going to be more trouble from her. What would he do if he caught up to her now? His goal was to find out what she knew about his family, but even in that, there was a selfish motivation. He wasn’t entirely sure if that was what he should do.

      “Then you should bring her to justice.”

      “We were trying, but we lost track of them.”

      “I’m afraid I won’t be able to help.”

      “Why?”

      “The wars of mankind are not for us.”

      “Mankind?” Coldan took a step forward, and Hevith wanted to warn him to be careful, but he didn’t need to. Coldan stood with his arms crossed in front of him, looking at the other strange beings. “Are you not a part of mankind?”

      “No.”

      Coldan started to laugh before shaking his head. “If you’re not a part of mankind, then what are you?”

      “We are the tu’alan.”

      Coldan looked over at him, a sense of amusement flickering on his face. He seemed to struggle as he looked at Hevith, trying to decide whether he would say anything, but Hevith tried to shake his head, warning him.

      There wasn’t anything that he was going to be able to do. He recognized that these beings were somehow different, though he didn’t know just how different.

      “What does that mean?”

      “What it means is that we are separate from mankind. Your wars are not our wars.”

      “You won’t help even if it means they will use devices made from your power?” Hevith asked. He looked at the others, sweeping his gaze around, trying to see if there was anything that he might be able to do to convince them, but he didn’t have that sense from them. They had brought him here, and they had permitted him to be here, but for whatever reason, he had a sense that they were unwilling to do anything more.

      “They would not have access to these.”

      Hevith looked around again. Now that he was here in the middle of this clearing, he could feel the energy of this place, and he could feel the power of the area. It reminded him of what he detected from the staff, though he didn’t fully know what to make of that. He could feel that energy.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than the strangeness of this place and these people, but he couldn’t help feeling as if there was something more that he should be able to recognize. He looked around, looking at the others who were here, and noticed that they didn’t carry anything like the staff that he had seen from Mother and the other attackers.

      What they did have were medallions that were similar.

      Hevith took a step forward, and the two men on either side of the woman intervened, blocking him.

      Instead of forcing his way forward—and he wasn’t even sure if he would be able to continue forward—he pointed to the medallion. “The item you’re wearing. They had something similar to that. They have staffs made out of the wood of your forest. They have other items that can hold power.” He ignored the two men standing in front of him, focusing instead only on the woman. “You may not want to be involved in the wars of mankind, but it seems to me that the wars of mankind have used your power. All I’m looking for is some way to stop them.”

      He studied the woman, keeping his gaze on her, and she said nothing.

      The other two men remained blocking him.

      Coldan stayed close to Hevith, the pressure from him radiating away, a sense of irritation bubbling off him. Hevith shared in that frustration.

      “If you aren’t willing to help, then why are we here?”

      There was no other reason to be here. He’d come to the forest after feeling the power that was here. Now that he was here, he didn’t know if there was any other reason for him to remain. There was nothing else.

      “You have the inestar?”

      He turned slowly, looking back at the woman. “I have it. Melahn was supposed to have been given it. But now I have it.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Do you know how to use it?”

      “Somewhat,” Hevith said. He knew how to draw power through it, and he knew the way that it could connect to the others, but he wasn’t in full control of it. There were more ways it could be used. He could feel that he was barely tapping into its potential.

      “We cannot become involved in the wars of your kind. However, I might be able to instruct you on the use of the inestar. Will that suffice?”

      Hevith glanced over at Coldan before turning his attention back to the woman. “That would be helpful.”

      The two men on the other side of her stepped off to the side. Hevith wasn’t entirely sure what to make of it but had a sense that the danger had passed.

      Without really understanding what was taking place here, he knew that though he was offered the chance to learn, there was still some danger to him. There was some danger to both of them.

      When the woman approached, he realized he’d been wrong about her.

      He had thought that she looked young, but there was a sense of age to her. It wasn’t in her appearance, but it was in the bearing she carried herself with. It was in the energy she exuded. It was in the pressure he felt coming from her, a pressure that suggested a significant sort of power.

      This was somebody who had considerable power.

      This was somebody to be careful with. To fear.

      Coldan seemed to sense it as well. He stiffened.

      “Come,” she said.

      With that, she strode from the clearing. The two men who had stood on either side of her followed, leaving Coldan and Hevith with the man who’d led them toward the forest.

      The man nodded to them, something in his face quite so childlike, though Hevith started to question whether or not that was actually the case. Everyone he had seen was dressed in clothing that seemed to blend into the forest, dark green and brown and some with stripes of black. He detected no other power, though from everything he had seen, there would have to be power here. Perhaps it was only the energy of the forest.

      He shared a look with Coldan, who wore a troubled expression, saying nothing.

      “My mother said you should come,” the strange man said. “So you should come.”

      Mother? She didn’t look old enough to have mothered any children. “What would’ve happened had she not said that we could come?”

      The man smiled tightly. “Then you would already be dead.”
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      We didn’t rest for long before getting moving. Darkness still made it difficult to see the path in front of us, and the pulling of the creatures drew me, leaving me all too aware of what was in front of us.

      Only, it wasn’t just in front of us anymore. There was the sense of the creatures now behind us as well. Now that I’d felt them in the Place of Knowing, I recognized them behind me. I could feel that pressure and the way they were heading toward us.

      We wouldn’t be able to outrun them.

      Here we’d been chasing the creatures in front of us, thinking that we could figure out where they were heading, but now I had to worry about what came behind.

      “We could split up,” I said after we’d been traveling for an hour.

      The others were all silent. Shae and Erich rode quietly behind me. Every so often, I’d look behind to see if either of them were using their elaron, but there was no sign of it. For that, I was thankful. I didn’t think that using the elaron now that we knew we had the creatures coming behind us was the right strategy. It was possible they could detect that power.

      “For what purpose?” Coldan asked. “If we split up, then we make it easier for them to reach us.”

      “They’re not after all of us.”

      “You don’t know what they’re after.”

      I didn’t know. Not really.

      It was possible they weren’t even after me. They had attached the connection to Shae, so more than anything, it was possible that they wanted to use that connection somehow.

      Erich watched Shae as we kept riding, concern on his face though he didn’t say anything. I knew he was scared. Were I to admit it to them, I was as well.

      There was something other than the creatures in the north. It had been a while, but those memories were still with me.

      If there was anyone who would know something about these creatures, I had to think that it would be the tu’alan. Having no idea about the power of the Trilan and what he was after—really after—I didn’t know if there was anything that coming here would do.

      “I should have gone back sooner,” I said.

      “When?”

      Shaking my head, I sat upright in the saddle, trying to look into the distance. “We had peace for a time. That would have been when I should have come. If we’ve allowed these creatures to become powerful because we’ve overlooked another threat…”

      “You’ve not allowed anything. Do you really think the Volatar could do all these things?”

      We rode for a little while longer. The sun began to rise over the horizon, spreading with bright rays that gradually began to lighten the sky. The air was cool and crisp, something about it promising change. The grasses we rode through and over had dried, and the occasional tree we passed had leaves already starting to turn.

      The sense of the creatures remained in the distance, though I couldn’t tell if they were getting closer.

      “What’s that?” Shae asked as the sun continued to climb.

      She pointed into the distance and I rose up slightly out of the saddle to look.

      It had been decades since I’d come this far north. During the war, there hadn’t been any reason for us to come here. The fighting had been mostly in the south, leaving us alone, so we hadn’t needed to travel here. Between that and my understanding that we didn’t want to disturb the tu’alan, I hadn’t bothered pushing.

      Not that it would have mattered.

      The fyrwood forest would have kept us out if it so chose. Having experienced the pressure of the forest, knowing the power that existed within it, the forest—or more specifically, the people within the forest—would have been able to keep anyone they chose out of the forest.

      “That’s the fyrwood forest,” I said softly.

      Shae looked over at me, frowning slightly. “Not the forest. That.”

      I followed the direction she pointed.

      It wasn’t north and to the west as I had thought, though the outline of the forest was just beginning to take shape. I could almost make out its outer aspects. Were I to close my eyes, I thought that I might even be able to feel the power of the forest, though I still wasn’t entirely certain what that meant.

      Power. Possibly one of the great powers in the world, though I didn’t know.

      If that were what the people of tu’alan possessed, why hide in the forest?

      I couldn’t tell what it was from here, only that whatever it was gave off a strange sort of energy. Having not focused on it, I’d missed picking it out before now. I’d been focused on trying to reach for the power of the creatures, to detect where they were and what they might be doing, rather than paying attention to what was out and around me.

      That was a mistake.

      I could see that now.

      Whatever was out there had some energy.

      It was different than that of the ne’rash or the elaron, though it seemed I could feel it upon both of my types of power.

      “What do you think?” I asked Coldan.

      “I think we can’t stay here for too much longer.”

      “Let me have a look.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      Smiling slightly, I shook my head. “I don’t know that I’m doing anything wise these days.”

      With that, I handed him my reins, closed my eyes, and reached for the elaron.

      The concern I had for those with me increased the strength with which I reached it. I delved into that power deep within me, found the source of it, and used it to separate into the Place of Knowing.

      As I drifted up, I started to feel something near me.

      Twisting, Shae was trying to separate.

      “No,” I said, pushing whatever elaron I could back at her, forcing her back down.

      She fought for a moment, but I borrowed not only from her, but from Erich and Coldan and was able to push her back down and keep her from the Place of Knowing.

      Waiting a moment to ensure that she didn’t try to return, I held onto the power within me before drifting again.

      This time was not unfocused the way I’d been when I’d been looking for anything around us. This time, I could use what I’d detected in the distance.

      It called to me.

      That meant I had to be careful, though within the Place of Knowing, it would often be difficult to know if there was something to be concerned about when it came to the power that pulled on me when I was here.

      Letting the energy carry me, I didn’t fight it.

      Instead, I focused on what I could of the powers within me. Some of that came from the elaron. That power existed more strongly in this form, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t reach the ne’rash while here as well. I’d learned there would be a connection to the ne’rash, no differently than there would be a connection to the elaron. Reaching it and tying those two powers together was what was difficult.

      Holding the edge of that power, I prepared for what I might need to do.

      I didn’t know what would be involved, only that I could feel the way something in the distance called out to me. The distance between where we traveled and what I’d detected passed quickly.

      Then I was there.

      I hovered, wrapped in the power of the elaron, trying to understand what I had picked up on.

      Many times when I was in this form, I wouldn’t be able to find specifics. Certain powers could be faint and vague, especially the Hith when they had begun to understand the nature of the Place of Knowing and had found a way to mask their presence within it.

      This time, it was more than a vague sense.

      It was as if shadows spread across the ground below me.

      Staring into the shadows, I tried to see if there was something more I might be able to determine about them, but the shadows themselves made it difficult to do so. There was an energy I struggled to try to understand. It wasn’t that of the elaron or that of the ne’rash. Though there were aspects of each that I thought I could detect.

      Perhaps it was the creatures, but when I had experienced the creatures before, I had not detected anything like this.

      I needed to get closer, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was some aspect of this that warned me against it.

      Swirling toward the fyrwood forest, the energy of the forest itself seemed to try to push against me, as if the forest resisted my attempts to get too near to it.

      I swirled outward again. Everything out here was empty.

      That was strange, but stranger still were the shadows.

      If I were to wait, to run the risk of revealing anything here, I would expose us to whatever was up here. For us to be effective with what we intended, I needed to explore.

      I moved forward.

      Those shadows blocked me from uncovering what existed in front of me.

      I was so near the fyrwood. The power of the fyrwood allowed me to draw energy off. Not just the elaron, but that of the ne’rash. Perhaps other great powers.

      Something about the forest tried to push me back, but I used what I could of the elaron to force my way forward.

      It fought, but I fought back.

      Then I was near the edge of the forest. I could see the outskirts of it and could make out the strange twisted branches.

      Having a staff again would help me control the elaron again.

      Was that why I’d been drawn here?

      I wondered if the tu’alan would welcome us or whether they would chase us away.

      When we had come before, only Coldan and I had been allowed to enter deep into the forest. What would happen if four of us came?

      Would we even be able to reach it?

      Deep within me remained the sense that we needed to enter the forest. If nothing else, we needed to better understand just what we faced. The tu’alan would have answers.

      It was time to return.

      Something held me.

      Rather than struggling against it, I waited. It pulled on me, drawing on me for a moment. Then it started to pull me toward the shadows.

      Fighting against it, resistance began to build upon me, and as I struggled with it, trying to fight for it, I felt something pulling against it.

      It wasn’t the ne’rash, and it certainly wasn’t the elaron.

      Whatever I detected was different. Darker.

      It was dangerous.

      Somehow, this power was pulling on me.

      Could someone have fyrwood in some way that they were using against us?

      I wouldn’t expect the tu’alan to do so.

      The tu’alan were in the forest, and though they might want to stay out of the activities of men, in this case, I couldn’t help but feel as if they needed to be involved.

      I used the elaron against the forest.

      That was how Coldan and I had navigated through here before.

      There was an easing, a resistance of the power, as I slipped into the forest.

      The pressure began to build.

      Even in this form, the pressure upon me was such that I could feel it. The sense was a magical one, not a physical one, and through that energy, I could make out just what the forest—or the tu’alan—was doing.

      They were holding me.

      Something from the other side of the forest began to press toward the trees, but I didn’t know what it was or whether it was something to be concerned by.

      I drifted, heading through the forest. How long would I be able to maintain this form and this connection? I didn’t think it would be indefinitely, and those with me would need me to find a way to return to them before whatever existed in the distance began to move.

      That meant that I would have to finish with this as quickly as possible.

      Cu’ahlathien, the city in the heart of the forest, called to me.

      Though it had been years since I’d been here, the memory of it came back. It was almost as if when I’d been here before, it had been a dream. Now that I’d returned, I could feel the sense of the forest, something familiar about it, that drew me down and through the trees.

      Though I had come here willingly, there was something about my arrival this time that didn’t feel the same.

      The forest pressed on me.

      That worried me, though I knew it should not. There was nothing about the forest itself that was dangerous. I’d been here before and had not been in any danger. The tu’alan had even presented me with a staff.

      The trees tried to push on me. They were squeezing, as if they were dragging me deeper into the forest, though they didn’t need to. I chose to travel here. I understood what was necessary.

      The forest shifted.

      Cu’ahlathien appeared.

      Time hadn’t changed it at all. I had the sense that time didn’t change much within the forest.

      The tu’alan were here. A few of them turned in my direction, and one of them even looked directly at me, something that I would once have said wasn’t possible while I was in the Place of Knowing, though I suspected if anyone would be able to do it, it would be the tu’alan.

      Something held me in place at the edge of the city. I tried to strain against it, but I wasn’t able to move. The power wrapped around me, tying me in place.

      Three of the tu’alan appeared, and they waited.

      “I need your help,” I said.

      My voice was soft, airy, and I wasn’t entirely sure they could hear me. Having separated into the Place of Knowing, it was possible they wouldn’t be able to do so.

      “If you’re not willing to help, release me so I can return.”

      Pulling on the elaron, I could feel the resistance against me. The forest itself tried to hold me, but it was something more than the forest. There was another source of power here.

      Could it be the tu’alan trying to tie me here?

      Wrapped in the elaron as I was, there was a purer form of power within me.

      I tried to use that to see if there was anything I might be able to do—or use—when it came to trying to find a release from the hold upon me, but I couldn’t.

      They had me bound.

      It wasn’t painful.

      Not that I expected it would be. Though I knew they had power, there had never been a sense from them that they would do anything that would harm me.

      The tu’alan stayed near me, remaining around me as if they were going to hold me, but I didn’t have a sense they threatened me in any way. The power they held me with seemed to emanate from within them, but also from within the trees themselves.

      “I request to see Erianna.”

      One of the tu’alan turned toward me, and he looked at me almost as if he could see deep within me, as if he were able to understand something about me that I would keep separated. I strained again against the power holding me, and even as I did, there wasn’t anything that I was able to do to escape it.

      Something moved near me and I turned. At least I could float in place, giving me an opportunity to be able to see whether there was something else that I could do. I found one of the tu’alan approaching, and I recognized him. He was the same one we had encountered when Coldan and I first came to the forest.

      “You have returned,” he said, striding quickly into the clearing.

      “You’re holding me,” he said.

      “It’s necessary.”

      “I’m not dangerous to you. I came for help.”

      “Help is dangerous to us.”

      As I held onto the elaron, trying to focus on that power, I wondered if there was anything I could do to free myself from this. What would they be doing?

      This was nothing like times when I had been within the Place of Knowing.

      “If you fear me, then at least release me. I need to get back to my people.”

      “You came to us.”

      “I came to you for help.”

      “What help do you think we could offer? Erianna has made it clear we do not interfere in the events of man.”

      “This isn’t simply a battle between the Jahor and the Hith any longer.” Or the Vicenz.

      The tu’alan approached me. He didn’t look any older than the last time I had met him. In the interim, I knew I’d changed. I’d grown older. Time had been mostly kind to me, though not nearly as kind as it had been to the tu’alan. Then again, as I looked at the tu’alan around me, I suspected they all aged similarly. In that, they all aged slowly.

      “You came to us,” the tu’alan said again.

      “I came to you, but I did so only after I couldn’t find answers.”

      “What answers do you think the tu’alan can offer the great Volatar?”

      Had I my body, I would’ve stiffened.

      The tu’alan knew me.

      There shouldn’t have been any doubt about that. In my experience with them, though they were isolated, they also gave off the sense that they were connected to the world. They remained knowledgeable, aware of everything that existed here.

      “The Volatar has been gone for a long time.”

      “Has he?”

      I looked at him, wondering what form I took. I suspected I was a vague semblance of my body, much as I often was when I came to the Place of Knowing. I wasn’t entirely sure if that were the case here.

      More than that, the way they were holding me suggested that perhaps there was something else that I needed to be concerned about.

      “He had.”

      “I understand the Volatar intends to return.”

      That had been my intention in coming here originally. I had thought that I would be able to get help to control the elaron again.

      Now I didn’t know.

      “I need to help my people. If that involves using power available to me, I will do it.”

      Had it been a mistake coming here? I wouldn’t have thought so, but then, I also didn’t know what the tu’alan might do. They were difficult to fully understand, difficult to anticipate and prepare for what they might decide. In this case, what they might decide would be to not help.

      “Why are you here?” he asked again.

      “I’m here because we faced something I’ve never seen before.” I pulled on the power of the elaron, letting it flow through me. If they were going to hold me, then at least I would use everything I had available to me to prove that I was worthy. Somehow, I felt as if proving that was necessary. “I came here looking to see if the tu’alan might have answers to something I haven’t been able to uncover.”

      “What answers are those?”

      “Creatures that can absorb the ne’rash and the elaron.”

      I wasn’t sure what reaction I might get from the tu’alan, but it wasn’t at all what I had expected. He frowned at me, and pressure washed over me, pressing through me in a way that reminded me of the way they held onto power and used it to force me away from the forest.

      The tu’alan backed away. “You should not have gone after them.”

      “I didn’t go after them. They came after us. They attacked and have been attacking for far longer than I ever knew. The fight I thought was with the Hith was not with them at all. It was with these creatures.”

      I waited for the tu’alan to answer, but he said nothing, watching me.

      After a moment, he turned to the others near him, nodding. The power that surrounded me suddenly released.

      I was freed.

      “You will speak with Erianna.”

      I drifted through the city, staying with the tu’alan, following him as we headed toward a wide building near the center of the clearing that contained the city. When we reached it, he opened the door and I followed him inside. Once inside, I found Erianna.

      She looked the same as she had the last time I’d seen her. She was seated on a chair near one end of the room, two others sitting on either side of her. A line of tu’alan approached, waiting for her. When we entered, Erianna looked up, flicking her gaze toward the one I walked with before leaning toward one of the men near her and whispering something.

      He got to his feet and, within moments, the entirety of the room was cleared. The tu’alan who had been waiting in line did not object and simply followed Erianna’s command.

      Erianna looked at me, but it was more than just the way she looked at me. There was the power she used upon me. It was the same sort of power I had felt the other tu’alan use upon me.

      “You should not have returned, Volatar.”

      “He claims the is’anish have attacked,” the other tu’alan said.

      “They would not have.”

      “Are they these creatures?” I asked, looking from one to the other. “Because we have experienced creatures that take on the form of a person and drain them of their power. I think the Trilan is one such creature,” I said. “I came in this form, trying to better understand what it was, but when I couldn’t, I found myself drawn here. And then you wouldn’t let me leave.”

      “We warned you that the tu’alan do not interfere in the events of man.”

      I pulled upon the power within me. “You did, but I’m not convinced this has anything to do with the events of man. Let my people come here. Let us explain what we’ve experienced. Let us—”

      Erianna turned away and, with a hint of power, I was pushed back out of the building. I floated just outside it, trying to reenter, but there was a barrier that prevented me from getting inside.

      Every time that I attempted to get closer, that barrier held me back, blocking me from getting too close.

      Was this going to be my fate? Were they going to hold me here like this?

      After a moment, the door opened, and the tu’alan who had guided me into the room stepped back out.

      “Are you going to hold me here?”

      “Your people will be permitted to come.”

      “My people will be permitted?” I studied him. There was a time when I would’ve raged at him, and perhaps I didn’t only because I was wrapped up in the power of the elaron, the kind of power that allowed me to reach the Place of Knowing. Thankfully, there was no energy of the ne’rash threatening me, for if there were, I didn’t know how I might react. When it came to the tu’alan, I didn’t think that I could—or should—react with violence against them. I doubted they would take well to it. “What about permitting me to leave?”

      “Your people will be permitted to come.”

      He turned away, and as I looked around, floating through here, I realized that while I was free to move around here, I was still restricted. They still held me.

      Which meant that somehow the others would have to find a way to me.

      Would Coldan know what to do?

      With my body such as it was while I was separated into the Place of Knowing, I wasn’t sure whether there was anything that he would know. I wasn’t sure if there was anything that I could do. All I knew was that I was trapped here when they needed me.
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      Hevith sat next to Coldan along a bench at a table inside a large building. A tree rose from the center of the building, only the trunk visible from inside.

      Hevith couldn’t take his gaze off the inside of the building. There was a strange energy here. It radiated all around him, though it did nothing to disrupt his connection to the elaron. Ever since leaving the stone circle, Hevith had been reconnected to his power over the elaron. It surprised him that they would be able to disrupt that connection so completely. More surprising was that they viewed him as so little of a threat that they allowed him to regain that connection yet again.

      Considering everything he’d detected since coming here, he supposed he wasn’t much of a threat. He had power, and he suspected these others had power, though he wasn’t able to feel much from them about the nature of their power.

      “If we are here too much longer, the wagons are going to get moving,” Coldan said, glancing over at him. There were several dozen other people within the building, all of them seated around long tables much like the one at which they sat. A narrow table sat at one end of the room. The woman and the two men who had been with Erianna were seated at that table.

      “I understand, but if we have an opportunity to better understand the inestar, then we need to take it.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Coldan said.

      “That’s why you’re here.”

      “I have a sense I wouldn’t be able to do much of anything were it to come to it.”

      Even though Hevith was able to call upon the power of the elaron, he had a similar sense. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to do much of anything. He could feel the power, and he could draw upon the inestar, but doing so didn’t seem as if it would pose any sort of danger to the tu’alan.

      Hevith kept coming back to the feeling he’d had when he’d first come to the forest. There had been no real danger here. He had detected the pressure, and he had noticed there was a force trying to push him away, but there hadn’t been anything beyond that. Just that pressure. Just that sense that this place, these people, were trying to compel him to leave.

      Now that he saw them and understood they were nothing like what he had ever experienced before, he thought he understood a little bit about why they would have done so. They were hidden here.

      Only, they couldn’t be entirely hidden. If Mother knew about these devices the people here were able to make, it suggested to him they had been discovered.

      Morad had been in possession of the staff, and because of that staff, he had used it…

      “It was never Morad’s,” Hevith whispered.

      “What was that?”

      Hevith looked over at Coldan before turning his attention back to the table where the other three were sitting. “The staff. It was never Morad’s. I think he took it from Mel.”

      “How?”

      “When he first went to the city. He would have taken it off her.”

      “But they had the medallions that drew power.”

      Hevith thought about it for a moment. From the first time that he’d seen Morad and Mother, they had worn those medallions. He’d assumed they had some religious significance, but they must have been something else. “They did have the medallions, but what if they had always had those medallions?”

      “If you think these beings were responsible for both the staff and the medallions, then it seems that they should be responsible for other aspects.”

      Could it be possible that the medallions were not the same as the staff? They had power within them, and there was a certain sense of magic from them, but he wondered if the difference mattered.

      Given what he’d seen from them, and the nature of the power they were able to use, he had to believe that some aspect of it did matter.

      “How do you think the Movras knew these people?”

      Hevith shook his head. “There’s much about Mel that I don’t really understand.”

      If she knew about these beings, and if she knew about the power they were in possession of, why would she not have gone to them for help when it came to protecting the Jahor?

      Unless she had.

      The staff seemed to be the key.

      Mel had a staff like that. Morad had taken it from her. The others had items that were similar, but not the same.

      Food was brought out of someplace near the far side of the room. Hevith’s mouth immediately began to water at the smells. There was that of fresh bread, that of something sweet, even a savory aroma that mixed together with the others. All of it was pleasant.

      Someone set a plate in front of him. Vegetables and fruits and what looked to be pieces of bark were stacked on the plate. A pale brown sauce covered it. A small loaf of bread sat off to the side, and a cookie topped with sugar was next to it.

      He started eating.

      The bread practically melted in his mouth. Hevith let out a soft sigh as he took a bite, the flavors mixing pleasantly in his mouth. He glanced over at Coldan, who watched him, not eating. His arms rested on the table and though he looked as if he wanted to eat, he seemed to be holding himself back.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “How do we know this is safe for us to eat?”

      Hevith looked at the others seated around the tables near them. Many of the other tu’alan had begun to eat, starting with the vegetables. “It seems safe enough for them.”

      “For them. We’re not like them, though.”

      Hevith looked over at Coldan. “Try the bread.”

      “Hevith—”

      “Just try it. If you don’t feel comfortable with anything else, at least try that. If you’re not going to eat any of the rest of it, let me know. I don’t have any problem eating your share.”

      He laughed as he dug into the rest of the meal. It tasted delicious and unlike anything he’d ever encountered before. Each bite tasted different from the next, each one filling his mouth with a savory flavor, or one that had a hint of sweetness, and the occasional bitterness, none of the tastes overwhelming. They mingled together as if they were always meant to be that way.

      By the time he reached the cookie, Hevith didn’t expect there could be anything that would taste better than what he’d already eaten. He was wrong. Sweetness practically popped in his mouth, exploding with a sense of flavor that he’d never experienced. He closed his eyes as he chewed, only opening them again when all of the food was gone.

      Looking over at Coldan, he found him taking a hesitant bite of the bread.

      Hevith reached for it, but Coldan twisted away so that Hevith couldn’t get to it.

      “What did I tell you?”

      “I couldn’t stand to keep watching you eat like that. You looked like… I’m not going to say what you looked like.”

      Hevith grinned and shook his head. “I don’t care what I looked like. I’ve never tasted anything like it.”

      “Don’t you feel guilty?”

      “That I have a full belly?”

      “That the rest of the Jahor don’t get to have the same experience.”

      Hevith wiped his hands together. He hadn’t been thinking like that, though he should have been. What did it say about him that he hadn’t even considered his people in the time that he’d been here, eating like this? He’d been so focused on the food they’d offered him and not at all focused on anything else that he hadn’t given it the thought that he should have.

      “We can ask to bring some of it with us when we go.”

      “Do you intend to cart the food out of the forest?”

      Hevith sighed. “It’s too bad they won’t let us bring the other Jahor into the forest to meet with them.”

      “They wouldn’t want to leave.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      Hevith leaned back and watched as Coldan ate. If he had looked anything like the other man while eating, he almost wished that he would have been eating alone.

      Coldan finished eating after most of the rest of the tu’alan, and the woman got to her feet, sweeping her gaze around the people sitting at the tables. She said something in a strange language Hevith didn’t understand. Some of the harsh notes that he’d heard from the man who’d met them in the forest were in the way she spoke. Gradually, the people seated began to get up. Many of them looked in Hevith’s direction before leaving the room.

      Finally, it was only Hevith, Coldan, and the three who had been there within the stone circle. There was no sign of the man who’d led them here.

      “Has your fast been adequately broken?” she asked.

      Hevith nodded. She was a table away, far enough that it felt strange trying to have a conversation with her from where he sat, but he didn’t want to move. There were some cultures where it would be rude to do so, and he didn’t know what their people would expect of him. Perhaps nothing more than what he’d already done.

      “The food was wonderful.”

      She tipped her head. “It pleases me that you were pleased.” She studied him. “May I see it?”

      Hevith blinked a moment at the suddenness of the way the conversation shifted before understanding what she wanted from him. He reached into his pocket and pulled the inestar out. Since coming into the forest, it had been filled with warmth, glowing softly. He didn’t know how much of that was power that he’d been putting into it. Hevith didn’t think that he had been pushing power into the inestar, though he didn’t really know. He was trying to hold onto as much power as he could.

      He got to his feet. The men on either side of her stiffened as he approached. Hevith set the inestar down in front of her and waited.

      She lifted it, rolling it in her hands. “It has been away from these lands for a long time,” she murmured. “I remember when it was little more than a bud branching. Now it is something so much more.” She traced her hands along the length of the inestar, and the color and light that had been within it bloomed again.

      “You made it?” He’d been told that Mel made it. Could she have mislead him?

      She looked up at him. “There was a time when I made many such items. That was long ago, and I was a different person.”

      “Is it meant for your kind?” Hevith didn’t want to give up the inestar. If it was going to allow him to reach for the power that would allow him to connect to the Jahor, then he wanted to keep it. The way the woman looked at it suggested to him that she wanted to claim it back from him.

      Considering what he had experienced here, Hevith doubted that he would be able to do much if it came down to that. If she decided to keep the inestar, he would probably have to go along.

      “It was made for a different time, and it was made with a different purpose.” She looked up at Hevith. “It was a gift to the Jahor, and one they should have held onto.”

      “I think they intended to, but something got in the way of being able to do so.”

      “What would you use it for, Hevith?”

      She studied him for a long moment, and he realized with a start that he had never given her his name.

      “I want to bring the Jahor together.”

      “Do you think doing so is safe for your people?”

      Hevith glanced over at Coldan. The other man stayed behind him a step, though Hevith could feel the tension within him. If it came down to it, he knew that Coldan would act on his behalf.

      “I thought you didn’t involve yourself in the interactions of mankind?”

      “We do not. That doesn’t change that we are aware of such things. We know of the war between the Jahor and the Ihafran.”

      “Ihafran?”

      “You may know of them by a different name, at least those who have the power to oppose your kind.”

      “The Hith.”

      She nodded. “The inestar was not gifted to the Jahor to win a war. It was to keep your people together.”

      “The Jahor are fragmented. I would use it to bring them together.”

      “That is unfortunate. We have some experience with such things.”

      “If you do, then you understand I need to do anything I can in order to bring the Jahor back together. For us to do so, I need to better understand how to use the inestar.”

      “What do you know of it?”

      “I know that I have to call upon the elaron in order to do so.”

      “Where did you hear that word?”

      “From Mel and a man who trained with her.”

      The tu’alan woman frowned. “There are few of your kind who understand the elaron. They believe the power is gifted to them by one of the gods.”

      “I get the sense Mel and Valtek did not feel that way.”

      The woman stiffened, looking up and glancing from one to the other. “Valtek?”

      Hevith nodded. “You know him?”

      She turned her attention to the inestar and traced her fingers along it. A glowing began along the length of it. It persisted, pressing outward and away from her. She held it out, and as she did, she did something with the device.

      A warmth flowed outward from her. It surged from some place deep within her, washing away from the inestar, and rolled over Hevith. The elaron deep within him echoed in response. It was almost as if she were drawing upon his power.

      “Where is Valtek?” the woman asked.

      The harsh tone to her voice increased, and there was something else within it that left Hevith troubled. It was almost a sense of anger, something of rage. What would she be upset by? Could it be Valtek?

      “He is with the rest of the Jahor. We have a caravan of wagons, and we were heading north and looking for safety.”

      “There is no safety in the north.”

      His heart sunk. This was where his father had directed him. Where the inestar had guided him. “Why?”

      She shook her head. “There has never been safety in the north.”

      “My family were travelers. My father believed that there was safety there.”

      “He was wrong.”

      Hevith stared at her and realized that she was still holding onto power. It was similar to the elaron, though not quite the same. As he focused on what he could detect from how she was using that power, he sensed something deep within her, some way she was holding onto the power that suggested she was controlling it as she pushed it out from her.

      “What’s in the north?”

      “Something that is not for mankind.”

      “You are in the north.”

      She leaned forward, the inestar still pulsing with power. It washed over him, flowing through him. With that flowing sense of power came something else. Understanding.

      It was knowledge of the inestar. He recognized the way she was using it, and recognized the way that he could use it as well. That power continued to wash outward from her, and as it came through him, Hevith thought he could use the same sort of power and could control it in a way that would allow him to search for the Jahor.

      It wasn’t just a way to search for the Jahor. He needed to search for the Hith. If they were going to end the war—something that Hevith very much wanted to do—he was going to need to know how to use a device like that.

      She had gifted him knowledge, though it seemed as if it were buried deeply in his mind, as if he wouldn’t be able to reach it without her guiding him. He had a sense that she wouldn’t be willing to do so, though.

      “The tu’alan are in the north, but we are not what you need to fear.”

      “What do I need to fear?”

      “Others.”

      Hevith waited for her to explain more, but she didn’t. Instead, she flipped the inestar over, handing it to him.

      “I believe you have all that you need.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That is all that you need.”

      “If the north is not safe, then where can we go?”

      “Why do you need to go anywhere?”

      “Because the Jahor are scattered, and we need to call them together.”

      “Your people are scattered. Rather than trying to find someplace to hide, you should search to bring them back together. The Jahor were once a proud people, and they can be again.”

      “What about the Ihafran?”

      “They are not from these lands. They moved up from the south, always expanding and always pushing. It is not their home.”

      “You want me to gather the Jahor together to fight the Hith?”

      “It’s not what I want, Hevith. This is what you want.”

      “I’m not entirely sure what I want.”

      “I can feel that you are.”

      Hevith hesitated. Holding on to the inestar, an understanding remained within him. He could use the device to summon the Jahor, but it was more than just summoning the Jahor that he wanted. He wanted to find his family.

      With the knowledge she’d given him, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he might be able to do that.

      Understanding remained within him.

      All it would take would be to focus on that power.

      “Are they alive?”

      “Only you will be able to answer that.”

      “You could tell something, though.”

      “The inestar can do many things, Hevith. It can help you find your people. It can help you find your purpose. It cannot change the past.”

      “I don’t want to change the past.”

      “Are you so sure?”

      Hevith tore his gaze off the inestar and looked up to meet hers. “If I change the past, then there wouldn’t be someone wanting to bring the Jahor back together.”

      “You feel your sacrifice was worth that?”

      “Sacrifice is necessary for change.”

      “It is,” she said.

      “How did the Hith have these devices?”

      She frowned. “They should not.”

      “Whether or not they should is irrelevant. They do.” He thought about the staff, another gift that Melahn must’ve had. “The wood can store both the elaron and the ne’rash.”

      “It can.”

      “How did they learn of it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Hevith had the sense that it troubled her to admit that. “What about the medallions the Vicenz wear?”

      She frowned. “Stolen power they should not have.”

      That shouldn’t surprise him, but for some reason, it still did. “You recognize Valtek’s name. Why?”

      “I recognize Melahn had a student who’d worked with her and betrayed her.”

      “What do you mean that he betrayed her?”

      “That would be a question for Melahn.”

      “As she is dead, I’m asking you the question.”

      “Perhaps you should ask him the question.”

      Her eyes met his and for a moment, he felt another surge of power. It fluttered through him, a strange sensation that washed over him, an awareness of the power that existed within it, but then faded. When it was gone, Hevith had no other sense within him. Only the vague memory of what had been there.

      “You were welcomed by the tu’alan. You were welcomed by Erianna. Now it is time for you to depart.”

      She watched him for another moment before taking a seat.

      Movement near Hevith caught his attention and he turned to see the same man who had guided them toward the city. He bowed his head toward the woman—Erianna, Hevith supposed.

      Then he guided Hevith and Coldan away.

      As he left the room, he glanced back. He could almost feel the power that she held onto, but that began to fade. The awareness of it began to fade until he was not able to feel it as anything more than a vague sensation. As he and Coldan followed the man away from the city, the pressure against him began to build once more. This time, Hevith doubted it came from the man himself and thought instead it must have come from the city.

      The pressure was enormous, and with that sense pushing against him, he doubted he would be able to resist if he were to want to try to push his way back. There would be no returning here unless he were permitted.

      When they had walked for a while, the man stopped, turning to Hevith and Coldan. He bowed his head and tapped on one of the trees.

      Strangely, a branch dropped from high overhead. It was a long and thick section of wood. Taller than Hevith and as thick as his forearm, the man handed it to Hevith.

      “This is your gift from the tu’alan.”

      Hevith took it, surprised by how light it felt. He would’ve expected that the branch would’ve been far heavier, but the staff that he had come across before had never been that heavy.

      “Why?”

      “Use it as you see fit.”

      “For a staff?”

      “If that is as you see fit.”

      “I wouldn’t know how to begin to carve it.”

      “Allow the fyrwood to guide you.”

      The man turned, leaving Hevith and Coldan watching him as he departed. Hevith held onto the branch, but a pressure behind him compelled him to begin moving. Coldan followed him, neither of them saying anything. By the time they reached the edge of the forest, he felt as if he’d been walking for a long time. The pressure from the forest was building against him, the energy that suggested that he keep moving and get free of it.

      When he turned and looked back into the forest, the strange sense he’d detected before remained there. He could feel it, much like he could feel the same sensation coming from within the fyrwood branch.

      “What now?”

      Hevith held onto the inestar. It had a similar sensation as the fyrwood branch. “Now it’s time for us to return to the caravan. I need to question Valtek, but then we need to finish this.”

      “Finish what?”

      He took a deep breath, and the troubled thoughts that had been with him for the last few weeks came to the forefront of his mind. He had been avoiding what needed to be done. Perhaps that was what troubled him the most.

      “It’s time for us to definitively act on Mother.”

      “How definitively?”

      Hevith locked eyes with Coldan. “Definitively.”
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      The wagons remained where they had left them. Hevith had no idea how long they’d been gone but suspected it was more than the day they’d asked Brandon to wait. In the forest, there had been no real sense of time, and Hevith didn’t think they’d been there so long as to have lost track, but he didn’t know.

      “Do you still detect the wagons?” Coldan asked.

      He’d asked the same question several times during the walk. The farther they got from the forest, the more it seemed as if he were concerned about what they might encounter.

      “There’s an awareness of them.”

      “The inestar?”

      Hevith nodded. They stood on a small hillside, and not far from them was the sense of the wagons. They were near enough that Hevith thought they would be able to reach them before dark fell. He’d been testing whether there was anything that he might discover about them as they had traveled, but he hadn’t uncovered anything more than the sense of the Jahor.

      “They’re all still there.”

      “Is there anything else there?”

      “Not any more than there was before.”

      “Good.”

      “Why are you so concerned?” Hevith asked.

      “Because we haven’t been there.”

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      “Because we don’t know what Valtek might do.”

      “He’s not going to betray us.” Hevith started down the hillside, moving quickly. He was tired, but not so tired that he didn’t want to get to the wagons before resting.

      “How many times have you been betrayed?”

      “Enough.”

      “How many?”

      “First by Morad, and then by Mother.” He left out Alicia’s betrayal. Coldan didn’t need to know about that.

      “You don’t think that Valtek would be willing to do the same if it meant that he would keep his people safe?”

      They reached a small stream and Hevith paused to drink. He wasn’t hungry. The food the tu’alan had given them had left his stomach full despite how long they’d been walking.

      “His people are our people.”

      “That’s not the way he sees it. They said he had betrayed Mel.”

      “He left her. She would have seen that as a betrayal.”

      Coldan stood and studied the wagons, saying nothing. “I’m not so sure that’s all there is to it.”

      Hevith got back up, wiping the water off his hands.

      They started forward, making their way toward the wagons. As they went, Hevith would pause every so often to focus on the inestar and use the knowledge that he’d gained from the tu’alan to see if there was anything that he might be able to understand of what was in front of them, but he didn’t detect anything.

      There wasn’t anything to worry about.

      That didn’t change things for Coldan. He remained on edge.

      Hevith continued drawing on the inestar. The power he now understood how to use was different than what he’d known how to use before. This was a warmth, as if he were drawing the elaron directly. There wasn’t the same need to call power from the other Jahor. He could still do that if he were to want to, and Hevith thought there were times when that would be beneficial, but taking that power wasn’t always necessary.

      He swept his gaze around.

      The elaron coming off the Jahor hadn’t changed at all. The only change was that he was able to feel the way that power radiated toward them. Strangely, what had changed was that he recognized a pressure against him that hadn’t been there before. It was faint and distant, but it was there. The feeling reminded him of what he’d detected before heading toward the forest, only this was something that struck him as familiar with the elaron.

      The power was there within it. Within him.

      Hevith wondered if that meant he could now find other Jahor.

      Not in the north. From what the tu’alan had said, there was no safety in the north. A part of Hevith wondered why that would be and what might exist there that was so dangerous, but as he used the inestar, he didn’t detect anything in the north that suggested the Jahor.

      The wagons came into view.

      As they did, Hevith hurried forward. Coldan stayed near him, tension filling him and leaving him on edge. Hevith looked over at the man, wondering what bothered him and knowing that Coldan would never tell him.

      “Everyone is fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Hevith pulled on the inestar again. “I don’t detect anything that different than what it was like when we left.”

      When they’d left, Hevith had just done what he could to change the connection of some of the others and bring them closer to their elaron. Now that he had, they should be easier to reach through the connection.

      Which they were.

      Much like with Coldan, there was an increased feeling of elaron coming off them. That left him with a surging sort of energy, one that helped him know that there was a different and greater connection than what had existed before.

      “The wagons aren’t doing anything,” Coldan said.

      “Did you expect that they would?”

      “I don’t know. Doesn’t it strike you as odd?”

      Hevith focused on what he could detect through the elaron. “There isn’t anything odd about it. The only thing that strikes me as odd is what we just went through.”

      Coldan glanced over at him, shaking his head and smiling. “That was odd, but…”

      Hevith shook his head and stared at the wagons. “I can’t shake this feeling I have.”

      He focused on the inestar and the power of the elaron through it. In doing so, he thought that he could identify some nature of power, but he wasn’t entirely sure just what it was. If there was something here, he didn’t detect it.

      “Once we get to the wagons, we can see that there’s nothing to be concerned about.”

      Coldan nodded slowly. “I don’t know.”

      “What is it that you don’t know?”

      “I don’t know why I’m so troubled.” He looked over at Hevith. “It’s a feeling I have.”

      “What sort of feeling is it?”

      “One I haven’t had before.”

      Hevith wondered if it was something that he needed to be concerned about. Coldan’s connection to the elaron made him far better connected to the power now than he had ever been before. It was a different connection than what Hevith possessed. With the way he was bound to that power, he was able to detect things that Hevith thought he wouldn’t. That power fueled him in a way that it didn’t fuel Hevith.

      “Why don’t you lead.”

      “Do you sense something as well?”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not the way you do, but I trust you.”

      “I’m probably overreacting.”

      “Probably, but since we don’t know, it’s safer to trust whatever you detect.”

      Coldan smiled at him before unsheathing his sword and starting forward. Hevith thought having the sword out was a bit of an overreaction, but again, he had agreed to let the other man lead.

      In this case, leading meant letting him do whatever he thought was necessary in order to keep them safe.

      As they neared the wagons, Hevith didn’t see anyone out.

      That was strange.

      Where were the others?

      He could feel the sense of them through the inestar.

      Coldan flicked his gaze from wagon to wagon. At the back end of one of the wagons, he pulled open the door. It was empty.

      He made his way along the wagon, leading Hevith as they went, and together they paused, pulling open doors, glancing inside. Each time they paused, Hevith frowned and thought about whether there was anything that he needed to be concerned about. By the time they reached the third wagon and they still hadn’t seen anyone, Hevith started to grow concerned.

      Why was he detecting something through the inestar if there wasn’t anything here?

      He began to pull upon the power of the inestar, holding it toward him.

      “What do you think Valtek did with them?”

      “Now you believe me about Valtek?” Coldan asked.

      “I don’t want to, but with what I don’t see but detect, I have to question whether something happened.”

      He looked everywhere around him, trying to grasp what the other man might have done, but he didn’t find anything.

      It couldn’t just be his imagination.

      Coldan began to fill with power. The sword glowed brightly, gleaming in the fading daylight.

      They reached the end of the wagon train and started around it.

      When they did, Hevith saw flames crackling nearby.

      For a moment, everything crumbled within him. The tension he’d been feeling erupted and he worried he’d made a mistake leaving Valtek with the others.

      Then he realized it was nothing more than a simple campfire.

      He breathed out in a heavy sigh.

      “Look. There they are.”

      “Why aren’t they arranged the way they’re supposed to be?”

      “Valtek wouldn’t have known that we form a circle.”

      “He camped with us enough times. He should have known.”

      “Maybe he didn’t understand the reason behind it.”

      Even thinking that way, Hevith couldn’t help but question whether or not that was the case. It seemed there might be a different reason.

      A line of wagons created an easier outline to see. Even a circle of wagons was relatively easy to see, but at least with the circle, it created a defensive posture they would be able to maintain were there an attack. It was something his father had taught him. As the wagon master, Hevith had carried out the same thing, using that to guide them.

      He looked over at Coldan. “Everything’s fine.”

      Coldan frowned. “It looks fine.”

      “Because it is fine.”

      “I hope so,” he said.

      They started forward, and when they reached the others, he found Valtek near the campfire. He was smiling and talking to several of the others, and he looked up as Hevith approached.

      “Here I thought we were going to have to leave you behind. Brandon warned us that you wanted a day. He made it sound as if the forest was dangerous.”

      Hevith nodded, sweeping his gaze around the others. There were the Jahor he’d left behind, and all of them seemed unharmed.

      When he glanced at Coldan, he could still see a level of tension within him. There was something about all of this which left him troubled.

      “We aren’t really sure about the forest. We didn’t find anything.”

      He and Coldan had agreed that they wouldn’t share what they had discovered of the people within the forest. There was no point in doing so.

      “You brought a souvenir?”

      Hevith glanced over at the branch. He’d forgotten he’d been carrying it.

      It was light enough that it was easy to forget about.

      “I thought I might be able to carve a staff similar to what they used against us.”

      “I think it’s more than just carving a staff,” Valtek said.

      “Maybe, but I wanted to try it.”

      Valtek looked at it. “It’s long.”

      “When I had the staff I’d taken off Morad, the length seemed to benefit me.”

      “I suspect there’s something to the creation that matters. Not that I know with any certainty. I can’t tell you whether or not there actually is anything to it that’s required.”

      Hevith could feel power within the fyrwood. The key would be pulling that out of it. He had no idea whether that would even work.

      The tu’alan made it sound as if they had given him a gift by allowing him to take the branch with him. Considering what he knew about how the other devices had been made, it seemed to him that perhaps it was a gift, only it was the kind of gift that Hevith didn’t fully understand.

      “Has anything happened?”

      “Nothing since you left. I think the soldiers you connected to the elaron have begun to change. I can feel something about them, though I can’t really see anything quite like I can with him.” Valtek nodded toward Coldan. “He has obviously been altered. Brandon as well, though it seems as if he is only beginning to change.”

      When it came down to fighting, the soldiers he’d altered might need that alteration in order to be effective fighters. The only thing that he knew was that he had connected them in a certain way. He could feel it even as he stood here and realized that what he detected came from the sense of the inestar and his connection to the elaron rather than anything directly through himself.

      That surprised him. Could the inestar be so powerful?

      Perhaps now it was. Having gained an understanding of what the device could do, he would be able to use it in ways that he hadn’t known about before.

      Coldan made a circuit of the camp, looking at everything and everyone around him, the question that he’d asked during their walk back here remaining within his eyes. He was troubled by what he saw. Troubled by what he detected. More than that, it seemed as if he was troubled by the uncertainty of what he sensed. He stopped and spoke softly with Karsten, leaning in closely before moving on.

      “Did you want to camp here for the night?” Valtek asked.

      Hevith looked around. This wasn’t a terrible location for them to camp, though he preferred to have a better vantage and a proximity to water. Camping here meant that they would have water, though it would involve walking quite a ways.

      “This is fine,” he said.

      “Just fine?”

      “It will work. Tomorrow we start heading south again.”

      “I thought your intention was to make our way north. That there was something you detected with the inestar.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything in the north. We have been traveling for the better part of several weeks, making our way north as we go, and in that time, we haven’t come across anything.”

      “That doesn’t mean that we can’t come up with anything.”

      “No. It doesn’t mean that, but…”

      Hevith realized the wagons blocked his view of the north.

      He didn’t like that. For some reason, the troubling sensation that he’d been feeling seemed to increase when he thought about the inability to see anything in the north.

      “Have you come across anything today?”

      “We were waiting for you. I have been visiting with some of my people, trying to determine how many of them might be interested in taking on the connection to the elaron you can offer them. I think several might be motivated.”

      Hevith nodded absently as he focused his attention on the north. He pulled on the power of the inestar, drawing through it in the way that he had learned from Erianna. Her gift allowed him a better connection to that power, and it allowed him to understand just what it would take to use it in a way to connect to the others. There was nothing in the north. As he pushed that sense of power out and away from him, he was aware of just how little was out there.

      Every so often, he received a pulsation farther from him.

      “Tell me more about why you left Mel.”

      “Now?”

      Hevith turned and looked at Valtek. “Is there another time?”

      “I don’t know what more I could tell you. I left Melahn when it became clear she wasn’t willing to help the Jahor.”

      “That’s what you want?”

      “The Jahor need our assistance.”

      “You weren’t going anywhere within the village.”

      “I was doing what I thought was necessary in order to protect my people. I had been looking for a way to help the Jahor, but I lost too many.”

      “How were you able to hide for as long as you did?”

      “You saw how I was able to hide.”

      “Illusion only?”

      “Not only illusion, but predominantly.”

      Hevith thought about the way that he had masked the entire village, and he wondered if he might be able to replicate the same thing, though he doubted that he could. Even with what he had gained from the tu’alan, he wasn’t sure that he would know enough to be able to use it to hide their presence.

      “What else did you do then?”

      “We were isolated. You saw that. Isolation has its own benefits. No one came looking for us.”

      “Not until we were there.”

      “What?”

      “Mother came once we were there.”

      “I don’t blame you, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      Hevith frowned. That hadn’t been his concern. He didn’t think they were responsible for what had happened. Heading to the village had been chance. At least, he had thought it was chance.

      Could Mother have known there was something there?

      It would fit with why she would have wanted to try to use him.

      Why would she have used him in this way?

      The attack on the village had been targeted toward Valtek. Hevith thought they had come after him because of his connection to the power of the elaron, but what if there was another reason?

      “What did you do when you left Mel?”

      Valtek looked up from the fire, frowning at him. “That was a long time ago, Hevith.”

      “I know, but before you went and set up your village. What did you do?”

      Valtek leaned forward. There was more tension in his posture now than there had been before. “I was trying to protect my people.”

      “Keeping them apart.”

      “Keeping them safe.” Valtek got to his feet, staring at Hevith. “What is this about, really?”

      “I don’t know. There’s something going on that troubles me. I’m not sure what it is.”

      It had to do with Valtek, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure why that would be.

      He had protected the Jahor. Hevith had seen that the man had done that; he hadn’t been able to break the illusion over the village without the staff. The power he’d used had been incredible, a way of using the elaron…

      That Hevith didn’t think would be possible.

      That hadn’t only been the elaron in the village.

      Hevith wasn’t sure about that, but the more he thought about it, the more he thought it likely there had been something else involved.

      That meant Hith.

      When he’d gone to the village, he’d detected shadows and darkness. Both were aspects of the Hith. Both were elements that they used in order to attack. The staff had pulled those off, leaving the connection to the elaron.

      Which he still detected from Valtek.

      Morad and Mother hadn’t had their own power. They had borrowed it. Used it from others. So, too, did the Hith. They had served Morad and Mother. They were there in the prison. They had been in Yarshin.

      Why couldn’t they have someone who used the elaron?

      They could.

      Now that he was here with Valtek, he thought he understood why he wouldn’t be able to recreate the illusion that had protected the city. There wouldn’t be any way for anyone solely connected to the elaron to be able to do that.

      It would take someone who had other powers.

      Hevith held onto the inestar. Had he not gone into the fyrwood forest, he might not have known how to use the power that he now did, but his control had improved, a gift given to him by Erianna. He pressed through the inestar, sending a connection to the Firsters who had connected to the power more significantly.

      Coldan started toward him first.

      The others followed, including Brandon.

      They might not even be aware of why they were making their way toward him, but that didn’t matter. All that matter was that they were there. They would come. And Hevith would need their help.

      When Coldan arrived, Hevith nodded toward Valtek.

      “Where is it?” Hevith asked.

      Valtek stared at him, confusion on his face. He looked over at Coldan, and that confusion faltered, replaced by something else.

      “What are you talking about, Hevith?”

      “You have one of those devices. You made it seem as if you didn’t know how to use it, but you’d pushed power into one of the devices. You have the ability to use the elaron, but I think you have something on you that stores the Hith power.”

      Coldan glanced briefly at Hevith. The other Firsters started to arrive, and they made a circle around Hevith and Valtek.

      He didn’t like the way this felt, and he really didn’t like that he would have to do this in front of Valtek’s people. Some of them might try to fight. They were Jahor. Hevith knew that with certainty. Which meant that he wanted to do whatever he could to help work with them—and protect them.

      Valtek was Jahor as well, though if he had been working against them, Hevith didn’t feel the same level of sympathy toward him.

      “Hevith, please have your men stand back.”

      “I don’t think so, Valtek. You have something on you. A device similar to the ones used to attack your village. That was how you were hidden. It wasn’t just the elaron. You used the Hith magic as well.”

      “The ne’rash. And I did not. Please have your men stand back.”

      “You might even have somehow called them to you. I don’t know. It’s possible they recognized that you were there with that device.”

      “Have them stand back.”

      There was an undercurrent of menace in Valtek’s voice.

      Coldan reached for his sword.

      He wasn’t quick enough.

      Valtek acted.

      Power surged.

      It wasn’t the power of the elaron, and if it would have been, Hevith thought that he might have been able to deflect it. Instead, it was Hith power. The ne’rash.

      Valtek used a surge of incredible power. It slammed outward, crashing into Coldan.

      Hevith lunged for him, worried about what would happen, but he need not have been concerned. Regardless of what Valtek used upon him, he was able to deflect it. It wasn’t a matter of pulling upon power. It was a matter of his own connection to power. The energy of the elaron filled him, giving him the ability to resist anything that Valtek might do to him.

      Coldan started forward, sword unsheathed, rage boiling within him. He brought his sword back and Hevith lifted the inestar, swinging it out to block him. A surge of elaron escaped as he swung the inestar, pushing Valtek back. In doing so, it forced the other soldiers back.

      “Where is it?” Hevith said, turning back to Valtek.

      He shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. My people will have seen how you threatened me. I thought you offered us protection.”

      “You are Jahor. I will offer you protection. What I need to know is what you have on you. You’re carrying something dangerous.”

      “There’s nothing dangerous. All I’m doing is using what I need in order to keep my people safe.”

      “You are using power you don’t fully understand.”

      “That I don’t fully understand?” He took a step toward Hevith, and there came another surge of energy. This time, Hevith was fully aware that it was Hith magic. It pressed toward him, but holding onto the inestar as he was, drawing the power of the elaron through it, he was able to push it back and ignore it.

      “You came into my village swinging a staff that summons the same sort of power,” Valtek said. “You had no idea what you were doing with it. You thought that it was a way for you to defeat the Hith, but you didn’t know. You didn’t care.”

      “I care. I care about the Jahor. That’s the reason I do everything that I’ve been doing.”

      “You said that you were doing it in order to get to your family.”

      “My family are Jahor as well.”

      Power continued to build off the other man, and Hevith focused on it, thinking about the nature of what Valtek might do. He was prepared for the possibility that he would have to try to resist him, prepared to do whatever it might take to oppose Valtek.

      “You need to relax,” Hevith said.

      “You returned from the forest with that,” he said, nodding toward the length of wood, “and tell me that I need to relax? You will fall into the same trap.”

      “What do you know about this wood?”

      “I know more than you do. You didn’t even know about the nature of the power you were using when you first came to me.”

      “I admitted I did not. I admitted all I wanted to do was to try to help and protect my people.”

      “You admitted you were ignorant.”

      “Yes,” Hevith said.

      Valtek grunted, shaking his head.

      “You knew Morad, didn’t you?” Hevith said.

      “No,” Valtek said.

      “You knew someone who had access to these artifacts.”

      “As I said, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know you were banished by Melahn. You didn’t choose to leave. You left because she told you to. Then you went in search of knowledge and power you shouldn’t have had.”

      “I wanted to help the Jahor.”

      Hevith lowered the inestar.  Coldan was nearby, concerned about this exchange. “I believe you. You wouldn’t have protected the Jahor in the village if you didn’t. That doesn’t change that you pursued a different sort of power.”

      “It was a mistake,” Valtek said.

      “If it was a mistake, then it’s one that you’re still making,” Hevith said.

      “I…” He looked up, turning his attention to the east.

      Hevith frowned, and when he did, he realized what had caught Valtek’s attention.

      There was a pressure in the air.

      It was different than what he had detected in the forest. It was something similar to the Hith magic, and similar to the elaron, though not quite the same. It was the same sort of sensation that he had from the length of wood that he now carried.

      Hevith looked over at Valtek, locking eyes with him. “You called to the Vicenz?”

      “I didn’t call them. I have tried to avoid them. I’ve been hiding, choosing not to use that power.”

      “You haven’t chosen to ignore that power. You were using it in order to defend the village.”

      “Placing an illusion over the village isn’t the same as using it.”

      “So attacking us changed things.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Where is it?”

      Valtek pulled his sleeves up, and when he got above his elbow, Hevith saw a circle of wood around each arm. They were carved with intricate shapes and patterns, and an energy and power came from them. He could already tell there was something of the Hith magic within those bracelets.

      “Where did you get those?”

      “It doesn’t matter where I got the vrendan. Not anymore.”

      “It matters. Where did you get them?”

      “A long time ago. I’ve had them for a long time.”

      “Did you know Morad?”

      “Not Morad. I knew the other.”

      “What other?”

      “The one you call Mother.”
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      Remaining in the Place of Knowing for this long left me questioning whether I would be able to return to my body easily. I hadn’t been in this form for this long before.

      The tu’alan didn’t give me any reassurance, either. The only thing that I had from them was a feeling I would not be permitted to leave unless they were satisfied with whatever outcome they had in mind.

      At this point, I had no idea what that might be.

      They allowed me to float, not preventing me from accessing the rest of the city. The tu’alan city was different than any other I’d been to. There was a sense of energy and of power. I found curiosity driving me to look around.

      The people here observed me almost as much as I observed them. It surprised me just how easily the tu’alan were able to see me. If I needed any confirmation the tu’alan had access to power, that answered it.

      I tried reaching Erianna, but she remained holed up within the same building to which I’d first been brought. Something was amiss, and I didn’t know what it was. The only thing I understood was that they needed me here.

      Tracking time, especially in the forest, was difficult. The trees arched high overhead, and it made it difficult to watch the movement of the sun. As far as I could tell, I’d been here for only a little while, but as I looked at the tu’alan, the youthful nature to all of them, I couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps that was a mistake. It was possible they sensed time passing differently here. If they sensed it differently, it was equally possible I would sense it passing differently now that I was trapped here as well.

      The elaron remained within me. It filled me for the first time in a long time.

      As I floated near the perimeter of the city, movement near the far side of the city caught my attention. I turned toward it. At first, I didn’t know what it was.

      Then I saw them.

      More than that, I saw myself.

      Coldan led the horse I was seated on, and I floated toward it, drifting into my body.

      Rarely was I so aware of reforming the connection, but in this case, it was different. Powerful. Energy seemed to call to me. It was the power of the elaron, and the power of the connections we shared.

      There was a feeling of everything around me.

      That of the horse beneath me. My body ached, likely from sitting slumped as I was for as long as I had. The forest had smells within it that I hadn’t been able to detect otherwise. There were sounds here that were different, that of insects chirping, animals and the trees, and even the heavy breathing of the horses, along with that of the others near me.

      “Hevith?” Coldan whispered.

      “I’m here,” I said.

      “What happened?”

      “I was trapped in the Place of Knowing,” I said.

      “I didn’t think you could get trapped.”

      I turned to him. “We know that’s not the case.”

      “They permitted us to come?”

      “I don’t know if they had much of a choice. Apparently, they know the creatures, and they fear them.”

      “As they should,” Coldan said.

      Now that I was in my body yet again, I was able to feel much more around me, but it seemed as if my mind worked in a different way. Within the Place of Knowing, I was not only separated from my body and mind, but I entered a different state. My being was quite different.

      I expected Erianna to join us. She did not.

      Instead, the tu’alan who had guided Coldan and me to the forest all those years ago returned. He nodded to Coldan and looked at him, an unreadable expression on his face. Coldan stared at him, and I could tell that there was something in his eyes that questioned. He didn’t understand how this person could look the same as the person we had seen almost two decades ago.

      “You will come with me,” he said.

      We were guided through the forest, away from the city. I frowned as we parted through the perimeter and beyond. I had thought they might allow us to stay. If nothing else, I thought they might allow us to understand just what was taking place here.

      Instead, we reached another small clearing within the forest. A stream ran through here, and the horses paused to drink. The tu’alan motioned for us to follow, and I crouched down near the water, cupping it to my face, drinking slowly. The water was clean and crisp, cold.

      “Where are you leading us?” Coldan asked.

      “Away,” the tu’alan said.

      “Why?”

      “You claimed the is’anish have begun to move.”

      Coldan looked over at me. “Did we?”

      I nodded once. “As far as I can tell, that’s what they call the creatures.”

      “They’ve been moving. We barely made it here before they chased us, and now…”

      “What now?” I asked Coldan.

      “They have the forest surrounded. We searched, and Shea entered the Place of Knowing—”

      “She should not have done that,” I said.

      “I didn’t have much choice when you forced me back into my body, and then got yourself stuck.” She crossed her arms over her chest, standing near the stream, glowing softly.

      Erich remained several steps behind her, looking from her to me. He held a hint of the elaron as well, enough power that I could see it, though I wasn’t able to feel much of it.

      “I was forced this way,” I said.

      “Well, I wasn’t about to let something happen to us, so I entered the Place of Knowing.” She watched me defiantly. “I saw the creatures beginning to surround us.”

      “You saw what they wanted you to see,” the tu’alan said.

      “I saw them,” she said. “They were everywhere, and obscured by the shadows.”

      How many were there?

      If we were to get around them, to escape and head… Where?

      I didn’t have any idea about where we would go, only that we were going to have to escape from them. Fighting them had proven difficult. Looking over at the tu’alan, I couldn’t help but wonder if they might be able to help, but they had already told me their answer.

      They wouldn’t intervene in the affairs of man.

      But that wasn’t what we faced.

      “These creatures aren’t men. This isn’t us fighting the Hith,” I said, trying to meet the tu’alan’s eyes. “I don’t know what this is, only that whatever it is seems to trouble you and your queen.”

      He stood near one of the massive trees, leaning against it. “We are not permitted to intervene.”

      “But you know these creatures.”

      He watched me for a moment. “We know them.”

      “They’re difficult to kill.”

      “You will not be able to kill them.”

      “I did, though,” I said. “Using the elaron and—” I stopped myself. I had no idea whether the tu’alan would be upset at the idea that I had used the ne’rash, only that I had needed to use it. When it came to these creatures, I would need to embrace that power again. I would need to hold onto it, to let that power fill me, and mix it together, to mingle that power in a way that would be effective against these creatures.

      I could see Coldan looking at me, watching me, almost as if he recognized the thoughts that were in my head. He knew my concern. Likely he even shared in it.

      “The is’anish are not able to be killed by men,” the tu’alan said.

      I knew better. Could it be that it took a mixture of the elaron along with the ne’rash?

      If that was what it was, then I might be the only one who could destroy them.

      It could be simply that the tu’alan didn’t know how to kill these creatures.

      Maybe they were afraid of them.

      Knowing what I did of them, I couldn’t blame the tu’alan for fearing them.

      “If you don’t intend to keep us here, and you don’t intend to help, then where are you taking us?” Coldan asked. Anger filled his voice.

      I watched him, curious about what he might do and how he might react. Coldan rarely got riled up like this. When he lost his temper, there was a different side to him. It was a dangerous side, the side others feared. That the Hith had grown to fear.

      “There isn’t anything we can do to help you,” the tu’alan said.

      “You can. You’re just choosing not to,” he said.

      The tu’alan leaned forward, and he tapped on the tree.

      A massive branch fell. He tapped again and another branch came down, again, and still another. One more time, and we had four branches.

      One for each of us.

      He turned toward me. “I believe you know what to do.”

      The tu’alan started toward the trees and disappeared quickly within them. He had helped, despite Erianna claiming they could not. Could he be choosing to act on his own?

      “Why are you helping us?”

      The tu’alan paused, turning his attention back toward me. “We do not interfere in the events of man.”

      With that, the tu’alan disappeared, heading deeper into the forest, leaving me.

      Coldan went to the branch, lifting it and rolling it in his hands. “What does he expect us to do with this?”

      “Why do you both look like you were given a trunk full of jewels?” Erich asked.

      I leaned down, lifting one of the fyrwood branches. It was the largest of them.

      Coldan took one that was slightly smaller, though not much. Two of the branches remained on the ground, one for Erich and one for Shae.

      “These are fyrwood,” I said, looking from him to Shae. “We haven’t had an opportunity to talk much about it, or what it can do, but you should know that the power available to you through this is considerable.” I pushed the elaron into it. Even as weak as I was—at least, comparatively weak—I could feel considerable energy going into it, and I was able to use that power to feel the way the fyrwood branch would work. Over time, I could shape it into a staff, and perhaps it would be more effective. My experience with these branches had told me that shaping them would make a difference, only I didn’t know whether that even mattered now. “Pay attention to what I’m doing with the branch.”

      Coldan rolled it, and rather than holding it like I did, like a staff, he instead held it more like he did a sword. It would make for an enormous long sword, but given how massive Coldan was, a blade that size wouldn’t be impossible for him to wield.

      We knew fyrwood was incredibly difficult to damage. Others had tried, and it wasn’t until I had faced a threat and a power different than any others that my first staff had finally been damaged beyond repair. Even then, the remnants of it had been usable for quite some time.

      “Is it some sort of magic wood?” Erich asked.

      “It’s more than just magic wood,” I said. I looked toward the trees, toward the direction where the tu’alan had gone. “With this, we can draw power away from the Hith.”

      The sense of pressure within the forest continued to build.

      No longer was it trying to hold me.

      Instead, the pressure that was all around me attempted to push me forward, as if it were intending to squeeze me beyond the borders of the forest. I had been drawn here. There was no doubt in my mind about that, and yet, I wondered how much of that had been from Erianna and how much of that had been from the other tu’alan.

      I doubted I would find the answer. My experiences within the lands of the tu’alan had only left me with other questions, never with any real answers.

      “It’s time for us to go,” I said.

      “Where?”

      I nodded toward the edge of the forest. I couldn’t see it, but with the pressure pushing upon me, I could feel the way that we were supposed to go. I could feel the direction that this was trying to force me, and I could feel just what we would have to do.

      “We told you those creatures were out there,” Shae said.

      “You did. Attempt to push the elaron into the branch.”

      She frowned at me for a moment before lifting up one of the branches. It was slender, slightly taller than her, and as she held onto it, I wondered if it was my imagination or if the branch truly was reforming to her needs.

      She began to glow softly. Power flowed out of her into the branch.

      I looked over, watching as she pushed that power into the branch, watching the fyrwood branch itself, realizing it wasn’t my imagination. The elaron, and the way she used it, truly did change something within it.

      Erich joined Shae, lifting his branch. He held onto the power of the elaron, though he didn’t have quite as much potency as Shae.

      There was a time when he had first been learning, a time when I had met him initially, where I would have guessed that Erich would have been the one with power, but his interaction with the creatures had changed something about him. No longer did he have the same potency he once did.

      He sent some of the elaron into the staff. Thankfully, Shae had been working with him, trying to help him understand the nature of his power. Had she not, I wasn’t sure if he would have been able to use the nature of that power quite as effectively. The staff began to glow.

      “Now release it,” I said.

      “Release what?”

      “Your control over it,” I said.

      “It will explode,” Shae said.

      “It won’t.”

      I waited while they released their hold over that power. Nothing changed. Not that I had expected there to be any change. I knew power would stay within the fyrwood.

      “How is that possible?”

      “The fyrwood holds it,” I said.

      I turned my attention to Coldan. I noticed the wood beginning to take on more of a bladelike shape. That couldn’t be coincidence either. The fyrwood knew that we needed Coldan to be able to fight.

      “Are you ready?”

      He looked over at me. “I don’t know.”

      “We have to get this over with,” I said.

      He glanced at the others with us, and within his gaze, I knew what he was thinking. He would much rather do this without including them.

      For that matter, so would I. Neither of us wanted to draw anyone into a fight they didn’t need to be a part of.

      We started through the forest. The pressure guided us, and I barely had to do anything to know where I was heading. When we reached the edge of the forest, I looked out.

      “That’s what I saw when I was in the Place of Knowing,” I said softly, looking beyond the edge of the forest.

      Coldan was nearby, pressing up against me. The length of wood dipped toward the ground, though he didn’t allow the end of it to touch, almost as if he were treating it the same as he would a sword.

      “Did you?”

      Shae shook her head. “I couldn’t see anything here. The only thing I could make out was the creatures.”

      “What would you have us do?” Coldan asked.

      “I would have us draw away these shadows,” I said.

      “Draw them away?” Shae asked.

      I held out the length of fyrwood and set it on the ground. I stepped forward, drawing the staff with me. I held onto the sense of energy within me, but also within the staff. “We have to draw power through the fyrwood. I don’t think that I can do it myself. I think it’s going to require you to do the same.”

      Only, I wasn’t entirely sure if they would be able to do so. It would require them to better understand the nature of the fyrwood.

      Coldan joined me. He held out the length of wood and stared into the distance. A darkness flickered across his gaze, and then, surprisingly, he began to glow.

      Did he know what he was doing as he was glowing?

      I didn’t need for him to have control, though. All Coldan needed was his connection to the elaron.

      The shadows troubled me. They concealed.

      The creatures were out there.

      Squeezing the staff for a moment, I began to use it, letting power come through me, heading from the shadows out on the plain beyond the forest, and into the staff. The fyrwood absorbed that power.

      The shadows out on the plain began to shift. The darkness started to lift.

      I searched through them for anything that would explain what was out there. Coldan began to glow more brightly.

      Suddenly the shadows started to surge again, drawn toward his fyrwood.

      Shae took a place next to me, looking out into the distance. She held her length of wood down on the ground much like I did. The power of the elaron flowed through her, and she let it roll outward. There came a hint of resistance before she began to pull it back in. That was how she was calling to the shadows.

      Erich joined me, standing on the other side of Shae, and started to do the same thing. Power swept away from him before being drawn backward.

      The shadows were lifting.

      At first, I didn’t know what was out there.

      Then I could see it.

      Darkness.

      The darkness was something different than the shadows. The shadows had seemed to obscure what else was down there. The darkness came from something else. It was dangerous, deadly, and there was a sense coming from that darkness of something I wanted to shrink from.

      I started forward.

      Coldan reached for me. “What are you doing?”

      “We need to know what’s out there.”

      “We need to survive.”

      “This isn’t just the creatures.”

      A growing suspicion had been building in me that this was more than the creatures. They were using power somehow, and they were creating something I couldn’t quite see but could feel.

      Coldan joined me, heading along the ground, dragging the sword behind him.

      It was a sword now.

      The elaron flowed within him, filling him with the bright power.

      I looked back to see Shae and Erich coming alongside as well.

      We marched forward.

      The shadows continued to lift, and then I saw it.

      Massive creatures prowled out there. They looked like overly large wolves. I was thankful we had left our horses behind in the trees.

      “Are those—”

      I nodded. “That was what we must have seen all those years ago.”

      They had been here then, and yet, why had they been here?

      I continued outward and held onto the staff, continuing to pull the shadows into it.

      Something drifted near me.

      Coldan reacted, moving faster than I could even see, a blur of power. He was wrapped in the elaron, the energy filled within him.

      He swept the length of fyrwood, carving, and there came a painfully loud shriek.

      Suddenly, something shifted, shimmering again.

      “What was that?” Shae asked, stepping closer. The darkness swirled around the length of fyrwood she was holding, spiraling down into it.

      “I think that was one of the creatures,” I said.

      “You killed it just like that?”

      Coldan held out the length of wood. “I suppose I did. It’s a good thing the tu’alan allowed us to take this.”

      He suddenly twisted and brought the sword around, carving again.

      Once again there came a shriek.

      Then we were attacked.

      It came in a fury of movement and activity all around us. Coldan swept his sword, and I pulled upon the elaron, using that energy to continue to blast outward.

      It wasn’t going to be enough.

      Instead, I used the power within the staff. I targeted movement I saw in the distance. I couldn’t make out much of anything, only that there was something there, but not what it was. The shadows exploded from the end of the staff.

      The others joined me. Erich and Shae blasted shadows from the ends of their staffs, though theirs were mixed together with that of the elaron.

      I needed to use the other powers available to me. I had more than just the elaron. I had the ne’rash. I had whatever shadows I drew upon now.

      I had to use all of that.

      Coldan was thrown back.

      A flicker of movement appeared and I darted forward, swinging the staff around.

      It caught something nearly invisible.

      As I struck, I found resistance.

      Rather than trying to fight through it, I pressed power through it.

      That resistance allowed me to use that of the elaron, the ne’rash, and even the strange darkness.

      It exploded.

      One of the creatures shrieked, falling back.

      We continued to press.

      How many creatures would there be here?

      More than that, what about the other animals we’d seen? Was there another threat we needed to be prepared for?

      “Stand near me,” I said to the others.

      They hurriedly joined me and I jammed the staff down to the ground, calling upon the darkness, calling upon the elaron, and adding the ne’rash within me.

      The ne’rash might be destructive, but I was not.

      That power did not define me.

      That was the key.

      Coldan had been right all along.

      I pushed it outward.

      That energy exploded all around us.

      When it did, the shapes of the creatures around us began to form. I could make them out, and I looked over at Coldan.

      There were too many.

      “Perhaps we should’ve stayed in the forest. We would’ve been protected.” Coldan stared at these strange creatures, watching as they approached.

      “If we would’ve stayed in the forest, we would never have known what we were dealing with,” I said.

      I still didn’t know what to make of the enormous wolflike animals. They stayed at a distance, almost as if they were trying to get closer. Would the animals suddenly unleash power on us?

      There were limits to how much power I could use.

      Coldan growled, throwing himself forward.

      He raged in a spiraling pattern, darting with the wooden sword, using it as he ripped through his movements, preparing his attack. Coldan was a blur of energy and force, a flurry of movements, and shrieks of the creatures followed everything that he did.

      I ignored those shrieks. I embraced the anger. I embraced the elaron. I even embraced the shadows around us.

      We moved together.

      It wasn’t planned. We each seemed to take up a position, each of us moving together, and gradually the creatures were thrown back. Some of them were destroyed. Not all of them, though. As we fought, I wondered if it would even be possible to destroy them all. They cried out, shrieking as the power lashed at them, the strange sounds erupting from them.

      Shae fell.

      Coldan was there, but not before Erich. He cried out, pulling upon the power of the elaron. It surged within him, brighter than it had in quite some time.

      He was protecting her.

      It didn’t surprise me, having seen them together during the journey.

      The elaron exploded, and it mixed with something he’d bound up in the staff.

      He cried out again, anger exploding from him.

      There was a time when I would’ve cautioned those I trained against the anger. There was a time when I would’ve warned them that embracing anger was dangerous.

      I no longer believed that.

      Embracing the anger might not be the pure spirit of the elaron, but it allowed something different. It allowed the person drawing on that power to use it in a way that was tied to them completely.

      I forced that power out of my staff and exploded it at the creatures. There were too many, but that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t try.

      With each one we knocked back, it seemed as if more appeared.

      As I fought, it seemed to me that one of the creatures led the others. They shifted, taking on a brief shape, a shadowy form, before shifting and slithering toward us again. Every so often, they would take on a human shape, but then they returned to the almost insubstantial form again.

      At first, I thought that might just be my imagination. The longer I watched, the more certain I was that a leader was real. It was directing them.

      Where were the wolves? I had not seen them again, though they had been here.

      “We need to get to that one,” I said, pointing to the is’anish that seemed to be leading them.

      Coldan look forward and nodded.

      We held onto the shape we’d taken and started forward, moving in unison.

      As we pressed forward, the attack became more ferocious. Coldan made his way forward, sweeping the wooden sword through the creatures. It forced an opening.

      The one that seemed to be directing the attack backed away from us.

      “Stay focused on the attack.”

      “What are you going to do?” Coldan asked.

      “I’m going to get to that one.”

      I lunged forward, sweeping the staff in an arc as I did, connecting with creatures before racing ahead. I could see the movement and feel where I needed to go, even if I couldn’t always see everything clearly.

      It ran from me.

      Others moved into place, blocking me.

      I swept the staff through them, blasting them with elaron and ne’rash power. That power continued to explode, filling the air with energy.

      More and more of the creatures began to fall back.

      I struck again, sweeping the staff around as I slammed it into them.

      Each time it connected, power burst. At first, that power came out regardless of what I would do, but more and more, that power came out because I was attempting to force it outward.

      Finally, the creature appeared in front of me.

      It slithered and then suddenly took shape.

      I recognized the creature.

      It was the proprietor.

      Could others of these creatures be from the Prowling Wolf as well?

      It wouldn’t surprise me to learn they were. How many of these creatures would we have already faced?

      “Do you really think you can beat all of us?”

      I darted forward, swinging the staff at him.

      Something exploded from the creature and he shifted, taking on a different form.

      The creature laughed, a dark sound. “I think the Trilan is not quite through with you.”

      Spinning again, I swung the staff toward this creature. As before, it struck, knocking the creature back.

      He laughed, slithering off to the side, losing and regaining form for a moment. “So much effort for someone to fail so spectacularly.”

      “You aren’t going to win,” I said.

      “What makes you think we haven’t already?”

      The creature attacked, and it did so with a surge of power.

      I was thrown backward.

      Swinging the staff again, I tried to find a way to unleash power at the creature.

      It moved away from me. It was too fast.

      Power continued to build all around, and this time it seemed as if it were squeezing me.

      I had felt that squeezing before, recognizing the way it would work against me.

      Somewhere there was a distant snarling sound.

      The darkness began to draw into the staff.

      When I swung it at the nearest creature, one that had taken on a shape almost like a child, it exploded near him.

      It snarled at me.

      The darkness exploded with it.

      I unleashed everything I could into the creature. It crashed backward.

      Looking up at me, it took the form for a moment of the proprietor. Long enough for the creature to sneer at me. “The tu’alan won’t protect you.”

      With that, it shimmered into something almost like a cloud of vapor and disappeared.

      I stared for a moment, waiting, but the darkness began to fade. As it did, there was a sense of something all around us. The creatures were disappearing.

      Toward the forest.

      I stood in place, holding onto the staff. Coldan and the others stood with me.

      Gradually, the creatures disappeared into the forest altogether. The darkness remained, but then it began to retreat, drawn toward the wolflike creatures in the distance.

      They raced after the is’anish.

      Were they with them—or chasing them?
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      The energy continued to build all around him. Hevith recognized the source of it—at least the direction, and even though it was still far from them, it was getting closer. If they did nothing, the attackers would reach them. The wagons wouldn’t be able to move quickly enough to stay ahead of anything.

      Which meant they would have to take the fight toward the attackers.

      Still holding onto the branch, Hevith looked over at Coldan. The branch was taller than him. In the fading daylight, it cast a strange shadow on the ground. “Gather all of the Firsters.”

      Coldan met his gaze for a moment before nodding.

      He started off, leaving Hevith with Valtek. “Tell me all that you know about her.”

      “You know the only thing that you need to know about her. She’s powerful.”

      “What else can you tell me about her?”

      “That she desires power she shouldn’t have.”

      “I know that.”

      “That she’s patient.”

      Hevith thought about how Mother had been willing to hide in the prison in order to bide her time until she was able to find the inestar. That suggested a patience, but how would she have learned about the inestar? Could she have known about the tu’alan?

      Hevith looked up as Coldan returned. All of the Firsters were there, including those who had not taken the connection to the elaron. “Mother is near.”

      Graychen looked at him. “How do you know?”

      Hevith turned toward him. He held onto the inestar, letting power flow from him. He no longer bothered to hide it. Perhaps it didn’t matter. The device was connected to him now. “Because I can feel it. The same way I can feel you. The same way I can feel all the people within this campsite. She’s approaching. He inadvertently called to her,” Hevith said, motioning to Valtek. “I’m sure he didn’t do it on purpose. The wagons won’t be able to move quickly enough to stay ahead of them.”

      “You want us to fight,” Coldan said.

      “We protect the Jahor.” Hevith squeezed the branch, aware of the way he could push the elaron into it.

      “We do,” Coldan said.

      “This is a step we need to take.”

      Coldan looked at the others. “It’s going to be a difficult fight.”

      Hevith nodded. “I suspect it will. I don’t know how much the change to any of you has really made a difference. Perhaps in time it will make a greater difference, but for now, we have to rely upon how you’re connected to the elaron. If you don’t feel you have enough power, I would suggest that you remain here. The people in the caravan will need your help.”

      “I think that all of them will be willing to come,” Coldan said. “Those who did not take on the connection should remain behind.”

      Hevith looked over at Coldan and nodded. This would be his decision. If they were going to end up fighting, and if ultimately the Jahor—and the soldiers—ended up needing to join a battle, then Hevith was going to have to rely upon someone like Coldan to lead them.

      They were a small group now, but they would find more. In time, they could become more. All it would take would be the opportunity for Hevith to use the inestar, to summon that connection and power, and for the Jahor to be able to find it.

      Hevith thought he could.

      He turned to Valtek and noticed Alicia approaching from behind. “You’re coming with us,” he said to Valtek.

      “I’m not a fighter.”

      “I doubt you are, but seeing as how all of this is because of what you did, you need to be present.” Hevith turned to Graychen. “You need to lead while I’m gone.”

      “I can come with you. If you’re going to fight Mother, you’re going to need someone with experience.”

      “This isn’t the same as fighting Hith.”

      “We fought them in the village.”

      Hevith considered it, debating whether or not it would make sense to have Graychen with him, before deciding otherwise. “The Jahor are going to need you. They’re going to need those who can defend them. That is what you’ve committed to.”

      “Are you sure this is safe?” Alicia asked.

      “We have to do this. I’m going to need you to help. You have been working with the others?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been trying to help them.”

      “Then you need to continue helping them. Gather them together. Be the one who organizes them.”

      “That was supposed to be you.”

      “My role is different,” Hevith said.

      “How?”

      “I might bring the Jahor together, and I might fight on their behalf, but I don’t know if I can be the one to organize them. Someone else will have to do that.” He smiled at her. “We’re going to need you.”

      She took a deep breath before nodding, watching him for a moment before finally turning away.

      Graychen looked as if he were going to argue before nodding once and turning to begin to make preparations. In the distance, Karn watched him.

      Hevith strode over to him. “There’s going to be an attack. You can either choose to stay here and protect the other Jahor, or you can come with me.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to face Mother.”

      “Is this because of your family?”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not this time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Hevith shook his head. Perhaps that might move him a little, but that wasn’t the real reason he chose to do anything. Not any longer. “This is about the Jahor.”

      Karn flicked his gaze around at the others before leveling it on Hevith. “I want you to do to me what you did to them.”

      Hevith tensed. “Are you sure? You haven’t wanted to fight.”

      “No. I’ve wanted to die.”

      Hevith squeezed the branch. It felt like it fit his hand, almost comfortably. It surprised him that he should feel that way about a branch not yet formed into a staff. “Doing this means you will fight for something more than yourself.”

      Karn looked at Hevith before glancing over at Coldan. “They nearly died in order to take on the power.”

      “Not all of them. Most now have come willingly.”

      “I offer myself willingly.”

      “If you only want this so you can die more easily—”

      “If I do this, it sounds as if I will die less easily.”

      “You would really prefer to suffer?”

      Karn held his gaze. “I would really rather die. It seems to me that you won’t let that, so I might as well serve.”

      Hevith hesitated, looking over at Coldan. He was watching Karn, an unreadable expression on his face. Finally, Coldan offered a slight nod.

      Hevith held out the inestar and began to pull upon the sense of power from it. By using the inestar here, he was able to connect to the other Jahor. There was enough power, and Hevith could feel that power as it surged through him, rolling over him. The energy continued to flow and the inestar began to glow much more brightly.

      Knowledge gleaned from his time with the tu’alan filled him.

      He was able to connect to Karn more easily than he had to the other Firsters.

      It took barely a moment. No longer than that. Hevith sent a surge of power, connecting Karn to the elaron buried deep within him. It was faint, buried within him, and something that he seemed as if he wanted to keep buried.

      Hevith could feel the nature of elaron within him. It joined with him easily, a bridge to power forming. Considering what he knew of Karn, and the darkness and bitterness that raged within the other man, he would’ve expected him to struggle more. Instead, there came a sense from Karn of acceptance.

      Then it was done.

      He released the power, surprised at how little fatigue he felt. Perhaps the knowledge he’d gained from his time with the tu’alan had not only increased his understanding of the inestar, but allowed him to use it more efficiently.

      “How do you feel?” Coldan asked.

      “I feel no different,” he said.

      “It will take time.”

      Hevith looked over at Coldan. “I don’t know if we have time.” He turned to Valtek. “You have a sword?”

      “I don’t know how to fight with one.”

      “Then you will need to use the elaron and whatever power you can pull off these others.”

      Valtek sighed and looked at the gathered Jahor. “You will protect them?”

      “I told you that they are Jahor. I will protect the Jahor.”

      “I’m sorry it has come to this.”

      “You could have warned me about what you did.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “It might have.”

      Valtek met his gaze. Hevith didn’t have any answers, and certainly nothing more that he could say to the other man. Instead, they turned, focusing on what he was able to detect away from him. There was power out there from Mother.

      She might have answers for him. He couldn’t deny that thought lingered within him, but even if she did have answers, that wasn’t what he was after.

      Safety of the Jahor.

      There was something else he thought he needed.

      Mother and whoever else worked with her had a knowledge of the fyrwood. He had to find not only the Hith, but the Vicenz. Then stop them.

      They started out.

      Darkness quickly began to form, swallowing them. The Firsters had their swords unsheathed, and those blades glowed, pushing back the darkness of night. Hevith didn’t think Mother or anyone with her would be able to see the light coming off those blades, but he wasn’t entirely sure.

      They raced together. Coldan had to slow himself, his long loping strides allowing him to streak across the ground. Brandon had a similar gait, and though he hadn’t taken on nearly the same size as Coldan, he still moved faster than the others.

      As they hurried forward, a question came to Hevith that he should have asked before. He glanced over at Valtek. “How many others like you are there who serve them?”

      “I didn’t serve them.”

      “You served them enough for them to teach you. For them to have given you those,” he said, nodding to the bracelets that he could feel now that he was aware of them.

      “There were others who can reach the elaron.”

      “Jahor.”

      Valtek kept his gaze locked straight in front of him. “Possibly.”

      Hevith shook his head. It troubled him that Jahor would betray their own kind.

      Some of the Firsters began to put space between them. Hevith thought about calling out to ask them to slow, but there was no point in it. They needed to get to Mother and surprise her.

      Hevith focused on the inestar and the power within it. He didn’t even need to touch the smooth wooden surface anymore to feel the power flowing within it. It was strange that he would have that connection.

      He carried the branch. He could have used a sword, but the branch had been a gift from the tu’alan. That had to matter. It wasn’t heavy, though it was bulky and unwieldy. Eventually, he would have an opportunity to carve a staff out of it.

      “Where did you find that?” Valtek asked as they ran.

      “In the forest.”

      “Branches like that are difficult to obtain. They’re too high to claim. Too hard to cut.”

      “You seem to know quite a bit about these branches.”

      “I know what they allowed me to know. It’s nearly impossible to climb the trees. Even when you get up there, there are no tools sharp enough to cut through them. Attempts to chop down the trees fail. The only times they succeeded was in finding the occasional fallen tree.”

      “That’s how you have the bracelets.”

      “The bracelets. Smaller lengths of wood like you saw. Some people carry rings or—”

      “Medallions,” Hevith said.

      Valtek nodded.

      “The medallions have carvings on them. I saw that.”

      “The wood is easier to work with once it’s down. I don’t know why. Once felled, there’s no difficulty carving it. It’s still hard—harder than hickory or oak—but with the right tools, it can be carved.”

      He sensed that Valtek still had a question for him, and he ignored it. “I found it.”

      “The staff you brought to the village was the longest length of wood that I’ve ever seen. Up until that,” Valtek said, nodding to the branch Hevith carried.

      Hevith said nothing. That staff must have been Mel’s, but he hadn’t been in the forest long enough to ask why they had given her both the staff along with the inestar. It seemed as if both of them were gifts.

      Once they dealt with Mother, Hevith wondered if he might be able to head back to the forest and visit with the tu’alan to ask them additional questions. It was possible he wouldn’t be permitted. The pressure against him might make it impossible.

      In the distance, Coldan started to put more space between them.

      Hevith pushed out with the inestar, using the connection to the elaron in order to send a signal to him. The knowledge Erianna had given him allowed him to know just what it would take, and by pushing that power through it, he recognized how he could send a summons. It had worked within the campsite.

      Coldan slowed a little bit.

      Not entirely, though.

      He glanced back at Hevith, meeting his gaze across the distance.

      His sword blazed brightly, carrying with it the power of the elaron, the power that surged against the darkness.

      Something started to drag that power away.

      The glowing light coming off Coldan’s blade began to bend into the night, dragged away. It wasn’t only Coldan’s sword that was affected. It was the others as well.

      Would they be able to diminish the strength of the Firsters?

      By pulling off their elaron, it was possible they’d be able to use it against them.

      “Can you feel it?” Valtek asked.

      “I can feel them pulling upon the others.”

      Valtek nodded. “You need to resist it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You have the inestar.”

      Hevith thought about the knowledge he’d been given, the power the tu’alan had granted him, and realized the answer was within him. Erianna had given him all he needed.

      Hevith pulled on power through the inestar.

      It wasn’t the same as trying to summon the other Jahor. It stabilized. He could no longer see the bending of the elaron light as it drifted into the night.

      “What did you do?” Valtek asked.

      “Why?”

      “So I can do the same if they try to use it on me.”

      Hevith should have considered that. Valtek was in as much danger as Hevith. “I used the inestar to summon power.”

      “I don’t have the inestar.”

      “You have the bracelets. They let you do something similar. Instead of trying to hold onto power with them, try to use them to summon power to you.”

      Valtek began to focus.

      Hevith turned his attention from the inestar to movement in the distance. It was the darkened shadows of the other Firsters. There were other shadows out there.

      Hevith reached the other Firsters.

      Coldan paused. “They are out there.”

      “I can feel them.”

      “They aren’t coming any closer. They were trying to do something, but they stopped.”

      “I don’t know if they stopped or if they were stopped.”

      Coldan glanced down at Hevith. “You?”

      “I used the inestar to prevent them from drawing off your power.”

      “Which means they drew off some.”

      Hevith nodded. “I wasn’t able to stop it right away.”

      “How much power do you think exists in the fyrwood they possess?”

      Valtek’s eyes widened briefly when Colden mentioned fyrwood.

      Perhaps they needed to be more careful with referencing that. Valtek would have questions about how they learned the term. Hevith had no interest in sharing what they’d uncovered until this was over and he knew that the Jahor were safe.

      “There are limits to it. I found that out when the Jahor attacked me in the village. They can overwhelm it.”

      “Can you do the same?”

      Hevith couldn’t see how many of the attackers there were, though he felt a vague sense of them. It might not even be a sense of them that he detected. As far as he knew, what he actually detected was the fyrwood. That had a distinct sensation.

      “There are too many of them.”

      “What would happen if you tried?”

      “I might use up the power of the inestar.”

      “I didn’t realize there were limits.”

      “It’s not the limits of the inestar. It’s the limits of the people I’m drawing from. By using the inestar, I need to tap into the power of others.”

      “I see.”

      “I want to make sure we don’t weaken the people back at the wagons.”

      “How do you propose that we do this, then?”

      Hevith stared into the darkness. There was the sense of others out there. He recognized the energy as that of the fyrwood. He recognized the way they were trying to call upon power stored within the Jahor and the Firsters.

      “You’re soldiers. You need to be a soldier,” Hevith said.

      “We may have casualties.”

      “I know.”

      “We will do what we can.”

      “That’s all that I can ask.”

      Coldan turned to the other Firsters, leaving Hevith focusing on those in front of them before turning his attention to Valtek. “Be careful with your power,” he told Coldan. “Try to draw off as much as you can but be careful.”

      Coldan returned and nodded to Hevith before bounding off.

      All of the Firsters moved quickly, far more quickly than Hevith would’ve expected. They sprinted across the ground, covering the distance in barely a few heartbeats.

      The attackers drew upon power as they attempted to pull upon the elaron from them, but Hevith stabilized it using the inestar. He started forward, thinking about the fyrwood and how that might help him, and began to focus on it. He could draw power away.

      He focused on the Hith power.

      They could counter the elaron naturally. By focusing on that of the Hith magic, that of the ne’rash, he could find a different way to oppose them.

      There was darkness all around. That was what Hevith focused on.

      He summoned it.

      It began to fill the fyrwood branch.

      It was a long branch of fyrwood, and as it hadn’t been carved or formed in any sort of way, Hevith wasn’t entirely sure how powerful it was going to be. As he used it to summon the ne’rash to the makeshift staff, he felt it flow in. Strangely, it did so in a way that was different than what he remembered through the staff he’d taken from Morad. This was a vibrant power.

      Hevith glanced over at Valtek, who kept pace, his teeth gritted together.

      Hevith darted forward and found the Firsters already attacking.

      Vicenz.

      Hevith couldn’t see them clearly, though he could feel the way they were trying to pull on power. They were all dressed in dark clothing, making it difficult to see against the darkness, though with the elaron blazing around them, Hevith caught glimpses. Enough for him to make out where the next target needed to be.

      Coldan swung his blade, cutting through two people at one time. Seeing him like this in battle helped Hevith realize just how much larger he had become through the power Hevith had connected him to. He was a brutally efficient fighter. Much more efficient than Hevith had seen before. His power poured out of him.

      Because of what Hevith had done to the inestar, the Vicenz with Mother weren’t able to draw elaron from him. The other Firsters were doing well. As far as Hevith could see, none of them had fallen. They might not have gained Coldan’s size yet, but they’d already picked up some of the speed.

      There were dozens of attackers. Far more than he had expected.

      Hevith darted forward, swinging the staff.

      He connected with one of the attackers and worried the staff wasn’t going to be able to withstand the impact. There was an explosion from within the fyrwood branch. Power filled it, almost as if Hevith was draining the power from the attacker, knocking him back. He slammed the staff down on his attacker’s chest so that he wouldn’t move.

      Looking up, he almost didn’t see a sword swinging toward his face.

      Hevith brought the staff up, but Coldan was there, blocking the blow and kicking, his boot landing in the attacker’s stomach. The man doubled over and Coldan brought his sword up and down in a swift arc, beheading the attacker.

      Coldan glanced over at him. “Be careful you don’t lose your head.”

      Hevith pulled on the Hith power he felt around him. It lessened some of the shadows, loosening them enough that he could see more clearly.

      There might be something else that he could do. Hevith could blast power out of the end of the staff. It slammed into the next nearest of the attackers.

      He fell, and one of the Firsters was there, stabbing with his sword.

      Hevith shifted the nature of what he did, now drawing through the staff again. He alternated, calling magic through the staff, then blasting outward with it. Each time he did, he sent one of the attackers back, and they collapsed.

      Hevith looked around for another target, ready to keep fighting, but there wasn’t one.

      The night was quiet.

      Coldan glanced up at him, frowning. “That was easier than I would’ve expected.”

      Hevith nodded. It wasn’t really what he’d expected, either. He’d thought it would be harder to deal with this threat, and perhaps it would’ve been had he not had the soldiers who were connected to the elaron with him.

      “How many did we lose?”

      Coldan turned. His gaze swept around them, and when he was done, he turned his attention back to Hevith. “None. At least none that I can tell.”

      Hevith turned in place, focusing on the inestar and the power within it.

      Why had this been as easy as it had seemed?

      He couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more that he was missing.

      Valtek moved through the fallen bodies of the attackers, taking fyrwood artifacts from them. He pocketed them.

      Hevith looked up. He felt as if something was wrong. Where was Mother?

      Coldan met his gaze. It seemed as if both of them shared the same concern.

      Valtek didn’t notice. He worked his way through the dead, going from one to the other, oblivious to anything else.

      As Hevith pushed out on the sense of the inestar, he began to grow increasingly troubled. Whatever else happened, he had to find Mother. This wouldn’t be over until he did.
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      Hevith raced back toward the wagons. The other Firsters joined him, moving quickly. Coldan kept pace, thankfully not trying to get ahead of him. He looked over at Hevith, worry written in his eyes.

      “You would have detected something.”

      Hevith nodded. “I think I would have, but it’s possible she attacked while we were focused on the others.”

      “Do you think she would have sacrificed them?”

      “She might not have seen it as a sacrifice.” She wouldn’t have known what Hevith had done to Coldan and the others.

      There had to be something else he was missing.

      Maybe it was Valtek.

      Could she have known that he had Valtek with him?

      “Would she have come for you?” he asked.

      “There would’ve been no reason for her to do so.”

      “There isn’t a reason for her to do a lot of things, but she’s after something in particular. Maybe not even the inestar.”

      Valtek panted while running, trying to keep pace. “I don’t know.”

      “You said you knew her.” Valtek nodded. “If you knew her, then is there something you knew that would help us?”

      Valtek shook his head. “It has been a long time. I’ve been away from that power for years.”

      The Firsters began to run more quickly. Hevith no longer tried to keep up with them.

      He held onto the sense of the inestar. Only through the inestar did he think he’d be able to find some sort of answer as to what Mother intended.

      As he ran, Hevith was aware that something seemed amiss. He couldn’t tell what it was, only that what he detected through the inestar suggested to him that something had changed for his people.

      Hevith pushed on his sense of the inestar, letting all of the power flow from him and into it. “Do you sense it?” he asked Valtek.

      “What am I supposed to sense?”

      “I’m not sure what it is. Something is off.”

      Valtek hesitated and then began to glow brightly. It started slowly, building quickly. There was power within him, and it seemed to come not only from the elaron within him, but also from some power that he was drawing through the bands he held onto. “I’m only using what they stole from our people,” he said hurriedly.

      “I wasn’t judging.”

      “I could see the look in your eyes.”

      A sense of urgency drove Hevith to move as quickly as he could. It was the elaron of his people. They shouldn’t be using it like that.

      As far as he knew, none of his people knew how to control it effectively enough that they would be able to push it out. What he detected suggested a measure of control, and a measure of something that his people simply shouldn’t be capable of doing.

      What would Mother be trying to do?

      In the distance, the wagons came into view.

      Hevith didn’t see anything amiss.

      They reached the wagons. The other Firster soldiers were there, looking all around, glowing swords drawing power from them.

      Hevith reached Coldan. “Where is everyone?”

      “I’m not sure. They should be here.”

      Hevith tapped the length of the fyrwood branch on the ground. He could feel something within it pulse with power.

      The first thing that came to mind was that of an illusion, something similar to the way Valtek had created an illusion around his village. What if Mother had done something similar here?

      He squeezed the length of fyrwood and pulled power toward him. There was a faint resistance. It was different than when he had fought the others. There, Hevith had been able to draw power through the fyrwood branch, letting the power flow into the branch before he used it again. In this case, he was trying not only to call power to him, but he was trying to control the power. The branch could store it.

      Coldan suddenly swung his sword, but there was nothing there. He spun in place, the blade blazing with a bright white energy.

      They were surrounded by dozens of attackers.

      The Firsters surged into motion. Coldan leapt forward, sweeping his sword in brutally efficient strokes, cutting down attacker after attacker. Valtek drew power away.

      There was too much power here. There were too many Jahor to draw power from.

      Hevith swung the staff forward, letting magic explode from him. Each time he did, a surge of energy rolled through the length of the staff. It reverberated for a moment before it released that power. Hevith reacted by drawing on more power, shifting his attack. As before, he pulled the power toward him, then pushed it back out. Each time he pushed and then pulled, there was a sense of energy exploding along the length of the staff. It trembled, and he worried about something happening to it, the possibility it might shatter, but determined to keep trying.

      The attackers streamed toward him. Hevith ignored them, knocking down those who came close, trying to search for Mother.

      Three people blocked his way.

      Hevith reacted by swinging the staff again, this time deflecting someone swinging a sword at him. It caught the blade on the edge of the branch, peeling away a strip of wood.

      Hevith could feel energy fading from the staff.

      He was going to have to be careful. If he drew too much power through the staff, and risked it too often, there was a possibility he wouldn’t have enough strength to counter any additional magics.

      He called that power to him. The next attacker tried to reach him, but Hevith was ready, and he sent a blow through the staff. The energy released from the end of the staff differently than it had before. Changing the shape of the staff changed the way the energy poured out from it.

      He twisted, bringing the staff around and ready for the next attack, but there was none. Hevith plunged forward, reaching the wagons.

      Where was Mother?

      He twisted the staff, swinging it around. There was the power he detected from all of the Firsters, the attack on everyone else, but nothing beyond that.

      He had to try the inestar. As he focused on the energy within the inestar, he detected something out there. There was power, but there was also something more.

      Something pulled upon him.

      Not upon him, but upon the inestar.

      Hevith resisted. Was there some sort of direction to it?

      He turned in place, sweeping his gaze around. The other Firsters continued to battle, but they were losing.

      They needed help.

      He pushed energy toward the Firster soldiers.

      He heard a gasp. That power would fill them with energy they didn’t naturally have. The fighting intensified around him as the Firsters grew more active with their attack.

      Pressure built around him.

      Hevith turned slowly, holding onto the staff.

      He called upon the power flowing within him. The elaron was there, deep and buried. Hevith could use that.

      He recognized that power.

      He recognized what was pulling upon him.

      It was Mother.

      He had been around her long enough that he recognized her. He recognized the way she used magic and power. He recognized the way she drew upon energy, and the way power filled him.

      He turned, facing the direction he knew her to be.

      Directly behind him.

      Hevith pulled on the power through the staff to draw off her power, revealing her presence.

      She looked different than his memory of her. Mother wasn’t old, not like he remembered, and had dark hair pulled back behind her head. Somewhere, she’d gained a short fyrwood staff. Her face contorted in an angry sneer. “You’ve gained control.”

      “What are you after?”

      “The same thing as you, Hevith.”

      “I doubt it. I’m after a way of helping the Jahor.”

      “It seems to me that you’re after power.”

      He shook his head. “If you knew me at all, you would have realized that is not what I’m interested in.”

      She frowned at him. “I can feel it within you. You have a longing for power. That’s why you went after the fyrwood.”

      He shouldn’t be surprised that Mother knew the name for it.

      “Why did you come here?” Hevith asked.

      “Coming for you is not enough?”

      Hevith shook his head. “That’s not why you are here.”

      She grinned. “No. That is not why I am here.”

      The fyrwood, then.

      Hevith took a step toward her, holding onto the staff, drawing power away from her. With each moment that he did, he could feel her strength fading. This staff was far more potent than the other one he’d used.

      “You aren’t going to win.”

      “I have more than enough people to overpower your Firsters.”

      “What about my Jahor soldiers?” She frowned, and he nodded. “I understand how to connect the Jahor to their abilities. We have a dozen true Jahor soldiers. How do you think we so easily defeated the others you thought to send at us?”

      She flicked her gaze past him briefly before turning her attention to him once again. “You’re lying.”

      “Would I lie about that? How would I have known anyway?” She glared at him, and Hevith only shrugged. “Tell me what you’re after.”

      “That’s not how this works. You’re going to provide me what I want, or you aren’t going to find what you want.”

      “And what is that?”

      “You want your family.”

      Hevith fought against the longing to know what had happened to them. She might even know. “I want my family, but I don’t think you know how to find them.”

      “Are you so sure that you’d be willing to risk it?”

      “It’s not risking anything. You don’t know anything about them.”

      He had felt that growing certainty within him as he had left the fyrwood forest. She’d wanted to use him.

      He pulled power through the branch. “You can’t use this. You trained Morad and you wanted him to grab the staff, but you can’t.”

      “I know how to use fyrwood.”

      “This is more than just using the fyrwood. This is drawing power through it. In the case of Valtek in the village, it’s a matter of destroying the illusion he formed. Who are you after?”

      She glared at him. “He thought he could take my people.”

      “Your people?” Hevith frowned. “That’s what this was about?”

      She intended to use them in order to steal power.

      “You won’t succeed,” she said.

      “I already have.”

      The fighting behind him persisted, but it wasn’t nearly as violent as it had been before.

      Hevith thought about turning, but he didn’t want to take his attention off Mother.

      “You won’t succeed.”

      “How many others are like you?”

      She glared at him.

      “Who are you working with?”

      “Another answer you won’t have.”

      “I’ll gather the Jahor together.”

      “Do you think that’s your only challenge?”

      “I will defeat the Hith.”

      “If that’s what you believe, then you have already lost.”

      She took a step toward him, and he could barely react. Something slammed into him, tossing him back. He lost his grip on the inestar, and on the staff, and he fell back.

      Hevith rolled to the side, scrambling for both, but he wasn’t able to get to them in time.

      She was there, reaching for the inestar. Hevith knew she had the knowledge to use it. If she had some connection to the elaron as he suspected, she’d be able to draw upon that power and use the Jahor.

      He tried to grab for it, trying to draw on his own connection to the elaron, but the connection failed him.

      Mother laughed, a horrible and bitter sound. She lifted the inestar, and the device began to glow steadily in her hands. “I told you, you already lost—”

      A sword pierced her belly and glided up toward her head, the blade glowing brightly. She turned and came face to face with Karn. As she slid off his blade, she reached for him, but she fell to the ground before she was able to do anything more.

      The inestar dropped from her hand harmlessly.

      Hevith gathered the inestar and the staff, getting to his feet. He looked around and realized that the attack he thought they faced was not nearly what he had believed.

      The attackers he’d seen falling were illusions. There were many attackers, but not nearly as many as the way that Mother had made it seem. Several Firster soldiers were down, but far more of Mother’s warriors were down.

      Valtek was injured, and as he approached, Hevith pushed power through the inestar, drawing from the other Jahor. It flowed into Valtek, restoring him.

      “She was here for you, and the people she thought you stole from her.”

      He stared at her fallen body. “For me?”

      “Not just you. The others.”

      Valtek sighed heavily. “She intended to use them.”

      “They’re safe.” Hevith looked out at the night, holding onto the inestar. Perhaps they could truly be safe now.

      Coldan joined him, nodding to Karn, who was wiping his blade on Mother. “What now?”

      Hevith looked at the wagons. “Now we arrange the wagons the way they’re supposed to be, rest for the night, and then head south.”

      Valtek looked over at him. “South?”

      Pushing energy through the inestar, he felt for a reverberation. “That’s where I feel Jahor.”

      “The Hith attacks are in the south,” Valtek said.

      “Then the Jahor need us. They need our help. And it’s time we gather them together. It’s time to unify the Jahor.” Hevith locked eyes with Coldan. “As we travel, I want you to find any who are willing to become Jahor soldiers. Train them. I will do what I can with them.”

      Coldan looked at the others with them, his gaze lingering on a few—Karsten included, Hevith noticed—before he nodded.

      He turned to Karn. “You’ll continue working. I know you want to die, and as we take the fight to the Hith, you may be given your chance.” Hevith turned to Valtek. “You will continue to teach.”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything more that you need to learn.”

      Hevith shook his head. “Even if there’s not, you’re going to teach others. There are many of our people who have the potential to use the elaron, and you’re going to do what you can.”

      He glanced toward the distant forest. He could vaguely feel it, even though he couldn’t see it from here. With what he was able to feel, a part of him wondered whether or not he should head to the forest, visit with the people there, and see if perhaps they would help.

      He already knew the answer. They would not involve themselves in the battles of mankind.

      This was his fight. Not only to deal with the Hith, but to find who else Mother worked with, find the others like her. Stop them and give the Jahor a chance for peace.

      He would do that. He would unite the Jahor.

      In the distance, he could see Coldan, and the other man glanced at him. A look seemed to pass between them. That look told Hevith that Coldan would fight with him. Hevith hoped he knew what that would entail.

      It meant war.

      It meant Hevith having made a choice about how he would use the elaron. It meant he was going to help others use it in the same way. It meant they would lose some, but hopefully they would gain much.

      He took a deep breath, pulling on the sense of the inestar again, and he pushed out, feeling that distant sense of power probing against the inestar.

      Jahor.

      He would find them. He would help them. And he would free them.
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      I stared after the departing creatures as they disappeared into the forest.

      Is’anish. That was what the tu’alan had called them.

      They knew them.

      The dark energy swirled around us, making it difficult to see much of anything at all.

      I turned to Coldan. “We could leave them,” I said.

      He stared. His eyes were wide, his wooden sword practically glowing. His other sword remained sheathed, no longer needed now that he had the strange fyrwood sword. Energy radiated from it, and the power that came off it was immense.

      “If that’s what you would prefer.”

      That wasn’t the answer I expected from Coldan. I had expected him to offer an alternative, to tell me that we needed to do something different. I hadn’t expected that he would agree.

      I looked over at Shae and Erich. Both of them clutched their fyrwood staffs, neither of the gifts having changed much at all.

      Mine had changed. Already it had started to curve, the end of it taking on a crook. Eventually, that curve would become even more pronounced.

      “They haven’t offered us any help,” I said.

      “They have not,” he said.

      “I don’t know if we should offer them any help or not.”

      “I leave it to you.”

      I squeezed the staff. When we had been here before, they had made it clear that the tu’alan wouldn’t get involved in the wars of man, but this didn’t feel as if it was the war of man.

      This felt like something else.

      This felt worse.

      A strange shriek echoed from the forest.

      I turned my attention to it, looking to see if there was anything that I might be able to uncover from that shriek, but could not.

      It echoed outward, radiating toward me.

      The shriek was the sound of pain. Agony.

      I didn’t know if it represented the tu’alan or the forest.

      Strangely, I wondered if perhaps it could represent the forest.

      “I’ve seen that look on your face before,” Coldan said.

      “What look is that?”

      “The look that says that you intend to do something dangerous.”

      “I…” I squeezed the staff, focusing on the elaron within me, the power that I could summon through the staff, sending it streaking outward. Even as I did, I wondered if perhaps I might need to mix it with the ne’rash. I didn’t want to send too much power into the staff and perhaps change it, but at the same time, I thought that I needed to use the energy that the staff might provide. In doing so, I would end up changing the way that the staff functioned. I knew that pulling power through the staff, drawing that energy through it, would change something about it. I had seen that enough times in the past to know exactly how it would work.

      “I understand,” Coldan said.

      “I feel like I need to do something,” I said.

      He nodded. “I’m with you.”

      As I turned to Shae and Erich, I didn’t feel as if I could draw them into this fight. It didn’t feel like one they should be a part of.

      “The two of you should head back to the nearest city,” I said.

      “What?” Shae asked.

      “This is going to be too dangerous,” I said. “I don’t exactly know what’s going to be involved, but I suspect that it will end with…”

      I didn’t even know what it would end with.

      My death, possibly.

      If the is’anish were tied to the Trilan, then I had no choice but to go after them.

      I needed to understand them, needed to know who was responsible for instigating the war that I had been fighting for the better part of my adult life.

      “I’m going with you,” Shae said.

      “Shae—"

      “No,” she said. “If you’re going to do this, I’m going with you. You might need me. Didn’t you tell me that you might need to borrow power from me?”

      I smiled sadly. “I’ve already done that many times,” I said.

      “You might need to do it again,” she said.

      “I’m going, too,” Erich said.

      I looked over at Coldan. I didn’t expect him to argue, and he didn’t.

      “We should go,” I said. “We might not be able to even get into the forest.”

      “From the sound of that shriek, I suspect that won’t be the same problem it once had been,” Coldan said.

      I stared, the glowing of my elaron, along with that of Shae and Erich, pushing back the darkness.

      There were no signs of those massive wolflike animals that we had tracked all those years ago. I had no idea whether they were with the is’anish or against them.

      We had to be prepared either way.

      We started forward.

      When we reached the edge of the forest, I anticipated some sort of pressure pushing against us, and I probed with the elaron, stretching outward to see what that might be, but there was nothing.

      “I don’t feel anything,” I said.

      Coldan shook his head. “I don’t either,” he said.

      “What do you expect to find?” Erich asked.

      “The first time we were here, there was resistance to us coming into the forest,” Coldan answered. “I suspected there would be something similar.”

      We each held onto our fyrwood, though none had changed nearly as much as the one Coldan clutched. His had already turned into a sword, the curved blade nearly as long as he was tall. I couldn’t imagine that it would be all that effective in the forest, especially with the trees growing so close together, but Coldan had not grabbed for his other blade.

      As we plunged deeper in the forest, I pressed outward with my connection to the elaron, drawing upon Shae and Erich without even meaning to but thankful that I could. It allowed me to probe deeper into the forest, searching for signs of the tu’alan.

      I found nothing.

      “We should feel something,” Coldan said.

      “We should,” I agreed.

      Even though we both knew there should be something here, I detected nothing.

      And that I didn’t detect anything troubled me.

      Coldan looked over, frowning.

      “Maybe we should leave them,” Shae said.

      Another shriek erupted, this one deep into the forest.

      When it came, a strange pressure built around me. It came from the forest, from the trees, from even the ground. Everything seemed to push upon me.

      Rather than pushing me out as it had before, it forced me forward. Toward the sound.

      “I suppose that answers that,” I muttered.

      The pressure built, making it so that I felt compelled to race forward, heading directly toward that sound, giving me no choice but to hurry along the forest, winding through trees, searching for a clear path.

      “The city should be nearby,” Coldan said softly.

      He was right. We should reach it soon, but I found no sign of it. We hurried, racing through the forest as quickly as possible, but there was no evidence of it.

      Could the forest be guiding me somewhere else?

      I had no idea if it would try to steer me away, shifting my path so that I would take a different route.

      I couldn’t feel anything.

      Only the pressure that was building.

      Every so often, I glanced over at Coldan. He squeezed his sword, clutching it tightly, and I anticipated that there would be more of a response from him, but there was none.

      Shae and Erich stayed close behind me.

      The pressure forced me forward.

      Then I saw the clearing.

      I raised my hand, slowing the others, looking through the trees, toward the clearing.

      I expected to see the city here, but there was nothing.

      “Where are they?” Shae whispered.

      Coldan started forward and immediately spun, twisting his wooden sword.

      More of the creatures were here.

      I reacted, calling upon the elaron, summoning it through the staff, but realized I had to add the ne’rash along with it. I exploded it in a ring outward, surrounding us.

      A dozen of the is’anish crashed into that barrier that formed.

      “What do you expect do with that?” Coldan asked.

      “I expect to hold us safe for a little while. We need to be able to have an opportunity to react.”

      Coldan turned, looking at the is’anish. “There are too many.”

      They were little more than swirling streamers of smoke, dark, almost amorphous shapes, that were just outside the protections that I had formed.

      “They haven’t taken on a shape,” Shae said.

      “I suppose that makes them more dangerous?” Erich asked.

      I had no idea. All I knew was that I was calling upon both the elaron and the ne’rash through the power that I could push into the staff, and it glowed with a dark energy. It summoned strength from me, and I had to intentionally avoid drawing it off the other three. They would need their own strength.

      Within the forest, it seemed almost as if there was a different connection to the elaron.

      Something more.

      “They’re starting to get through,” Coldan said.

      He was right.

      One of the creatures was digging through the barrier I held. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to maintain it and could feel it already starting to crash.

      “Keep holding,” I said to the others.

      They pushed out with their elaron, adding to the barrier.

      I joined Coldan, looking around. “There are too many of them.”

      “For me. For them. Not for you.”

      I looked over at Coldan. “I don’t know that I can use this staff well enough.” I tapped it on the ground, feeling the energy flowing through it, drawing upon more power.

      “Then don’t use that,” he said.

      “What should I use?”

      “Use what worked on them before.”

      The blade of elaron.

      That was what had worked before.

      I released the staff. It fell to the ground, and when it did, the power shifted, flowing out of the staff, through the ground, and up into me.

      Surprisingly, I was able to modify that power, turning it into a glowing blade to which I added the dark energy of the ne’rash.

      I started forward, moving to the edge of the barrier.

      The is’anish attempting to reach through was there. I slashed at it, slamming the blade of elaron and ne’rash through the creature. There was a squeal of pain, a shriek unlike anything that I’d heard before, and the creature was cleaved in half.

      I waited, half expecting the creature would get back up, but it did not.

      I glanced over at Coldan. He nodded to me.

      He stayed close by, with Shae and Erich in the center of the small clearing of power that we formed. They continued holding onto their elaron, pushing it outward in the same manner that I had instructed them, and as they did, it radiated away, forming something that was almost visible.

      The glowing energy of the elaron.

      “Keep holding it,” I said to them.

      I slipped around the clearing, carving through, bringing my blade of elaron through the next of the is’anish.

      This one screamed the same way as the first.

      Something grabbed at me, pulling me.

      It had reached through the barrier.

      Then I was beyond the barrier.

      Darkness was all around me, making it difficult to see anything. The only way I was able to observe anything was because of the glowing light off the blade of elaron.

      And a glowing behind me.

      Coldan.

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

      “I’m not leaving you,” he said.

      He swung his blade, swirling quickly. With the longer blade, he had a greater reach, and he cleared another space around us.

      It gave me an opportunity to work.

      I began to turn, twisting with the blade of elaron and ne’rash, carving through the is’anish that attempted to get close to me.

      There were so many.

      It felt as if they multiplied.

      As I looked around, I realized that was exactly what happened.

      We were outside the small barrier that I had formed, the barrier Shae and Erich now held, but what I had believed to be a dozen of the is’anish were more.

      Far more.

      I looked over at Coldan. “After all of this…”

      “I’m not giving up,” he said.

      I shook my head. “I’m not giving up, either, but I am realistic.”

      He grunted and spun his glowing sword, carving through one of the creatures, but it reformed as soon as the elaron blade touched it.

      Snarls came from nearby.

      I felt the presence and pressure of those enormous creatures, the wolves or whatever they were, prowling around us.

      Not only that—but attacking the is’anish as well.

      They were helping.

      The is’anish began to fight with an increased fervor.

      We had to keep moving.

      Spinning the elaron blade, I tried something different.

      I pushed more power out to lengthen it. I needed to force the elaron and ne’rash blade outward so that I could get a greater reach.

      Standing back to back with Coldan, we fought.

      “We’ve never battled quite like this before,” I said.

      “Not since you became the Volatar,” he said.

      “It would be easier if I was still that person.”

      “You are still that person,” he grunted, swinging his sword.

      “I’m different, but I don’t know if the Volatar would be able to fight these creatures.”

      The Volatar had been focused on the Hith.

      The Volatar had failed when it came to the Trilan. The Volatar wouldn’t have been successful when it came to the is’anish, either.

      It was why I had needed to be something more.

      And I would be.

      I had to be.

      Swinging the blade of elaron again, I could feel power surging within it, the energy that flowed outward from me, forming the enormous blade as it streaked away. Power exploded into that blade, and it sent energy swirling out from me.

      “They could help,” Coldan said, nodding to what had remained of the tu’alan city.

      “They did say they couldn’t get involved in the wars of man,” I said.

      “Does this look like the war of man?”

      The strange dark energy swirled around us, streaks of smoke that made it difficult for us to see much of anything, and I chuckled as I shook my head.

      Suddenly, power exploded.

      It wasn’t elaron. It wasn’t ne’rash.

      I had no idea what it was. Perhaps another great power.

      The ground trembled.

      The is’anish tried to slam into me again.

      I spun, carving through one, then another. I had no idea how many of the is’anish Coldan had cut down, though I suspected he had been as effective as me. He managed to sweep his blade through them, and though they were carved in half, some of them managed to reform. I didn’t know if that would continue to happen or whether something different would happen.

      I struck again.

      Each time I attacked, I felt as if I had to be closer to ending all of this, but the is’anish continued to come toward us.

      They were unrelenting.

      There were more than I would’ve expected, and they were powerful, surprisingly so.

      Then again, I had known that they were powerful. I had seen what they had been willing to do in the fortress, the way that they had attacked my people.

      Another burst of power exploded near us.

      Much like the last, I could feel it. It rumbled through the forest, pressing up against me, making my skin feel tight. My hair seemed to stand on end.

      “What is that?” Coldan asked.

      I shook my head, though I doubted he could even see me. “I have no idea,” I said.

      It was the kind of power that I was fully aware of but had no idea whether it was anything to be concerned about.

      It didn’t seem to me that it was is’anish power.

      That power was one that they stole, the kind of power that they ripped free from me, attempting to tear away my elaron, tearing away my connection to the ne’rash.

      Even as I felt that effect, I realized that I had to be even more careful.

      They were attempting to draw from me now.

      Which meant that I needed to be concerned with what they would do.

      I had no idea whether they would be able to steal my power. I had no idea whether they would be effective.

      Another explosion, this one close by.

      “Hevith?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It could be the tu’alan.”

      Neither of us had seen them using their power before. They had to have some connection to magic, some reason that they were able to exclude us from the forest. I had a difficult time believing that the forest itself would decide that.

      “Whatever it is, I hope it happens quickly,” Coldan said. “I’m getting weaker.”

      I spun, turning to him, and began to understand what it was.

      At first, I thought he meant that he was using up too much of his connection to the elaron as he fought, but that couldn’t be it at all.

      Coldan was powerfully connected to the elaron. After all of these years, and after all of the things that I had done to him, he was bound to it in ways that I didn’t fully understand.

      But that wasn’t what he detected.

      It was the is’anish drawing off his connection to the elaron. However they were doing it, it weakened him.

      Behind me, I could feel the barrier starting to fade.

      They were drawing off that power, as well.

      “I need your sword,” I said.

      “My sword?”

      “I need to be able to draw that power back.”

      “You had your own staff,” he said.

      “I did, but I left it.”

      The staff was what had been adding additional power to the barrier, but now I wasn’t sure if it would be effective. If the is’anish were drawing out of that, stealing from the staff as well, then it might not be strong enough.

      Coldan unsheathed his sword, swinging it, and it began to glow, taking on some of the elaron. It wasn’t nearly as bright as the fyrwood sword had been.

      He handed the fyrwood sword to me. As I took it, I could feel that it wouldn’t work quite as well as the staff had. There was no real power within the fyrwood for me.

      But perhaps I could change that. The sword had shifted, growing stronger, evolving as Coldan had used it as a sword, but if I added my own connection to it, then it was possible I could modify it again, making it into something that I could use.

      That was all I needed to do. I had to find some way to do so, find some way to call that power into the sword. Once I did, then I could push that power back out, selecting who I used it against.

      I had to release my hold on the elaron blade.

      As I did, the is’anish pressed forward.

      Coldan held them off. He summoned power somehow through himself, pushing it through his steel blade, and it glowed with energy, the power of the elaron. He succeeded in keeping them held back.

      I focused on the elaron.

      That was what I had to call back to me.

      I drew it through the sword.

      It happened slowly, gradually, but as I continued to pull upon it, I could feel it eking back, heading through the blade.

      “Whatever you’re doing, keep it up,” Coldan said.

      “Why?”

      “They’re growing weaker.”

      I turned, sweeping the sword at them.

      Power filled the sword, power that I had drawn off.

      It struck one of the is’anish, cleaving the creature in half.

      I expected the creature to reform, but it did not.

      I continued to draw power out, feeling the energy of the sword reaching its peak, and then I started forcing it outward.

      It flowed toward Coldan.

      He gasped.

      Power surged through him.

      I wondered how much of that power he was aware of, and how much he could even feel, but his movements intensified. I started fighting along with him, sweeping through the same series of movements that he did. In doing so, I pulled on more of the elaron, using even some of the ne’rash.

      There was an ongoing energy all around me.

      I had no idea what triggered it.

      The only thing I was aware of was how that power was there.

      I called more energy through the sword.

      The rumbling exploded nearby.

      “We need to do something quickly,” Coldan said.

      I held onto the wooden sword with one hand, and then summoned the elaron blade with the other, adding the ne’rash through it. In doing so, the power exploded through it, swirling outward.

      We maintained that hold, that power, and then I felt something shift.

      The barrier behind me fell.

      Erich and Shae were exposed.

      I looked back and noticed the fyrwood staff on the ground.

      I had started toward it when one of the is’anish darted in front of me.

      Elaron exploded from Shae, streaking outward in a blade, and she carved through it.

      I rolled forward, grabbing for the staff. When I grabbed it, I tossed the fyrwood sword back to Coldan.

      Power flowed through the sword, leaving both Coldan and the sword glowing with pale energy.

      That energy lingered, rolling through him, through his sword, glowing brightly.

      I summoned power through the staff, calling it to me.

      “There are so many,” Shae said, joining me.

      “I know there are, but we still have to fight,” I said.

      “How are we supposed to get through this?”

      I had no idea.

      I didn’t know what had happened to those wolflike creatures, either. They had to be here somewhere.

      Where were the tu’alan?

      Could they have abandoned us?

      Another explosion thundered through the forest.

      It was close.

      I could feel it, but I had no idea where it was coming from.

      Then I saw movement.

      A flicker. Little more than that.

      It pressed in upon the is’anish.

      “Keep fighting,” I shouted, and Coldan surged, his sword moving in a rapid fashion, his blades glowing, pushing back the darkness. There was energy to them, the kind of energy that I couldn’t even fathom him having any control over.

      Perhaps he didn’t. It might be only that he was summoning power through the fyrwood blade, power that he had not summoned in any other way.

      I continued to pull on power through the staff, letting it flow to me.

      As I did, I swept the staff around. There was the flicker of movement.

      Another explosion came, and I realized that the is’anish were using some power to destroy the rest of the tu’alan city.

      The wolves snarled distantly, chasing the is’anish as they retreated.

      It happened gradually. The power within them started to shimmer, the smoke that was within them starting to flicker, and then they disappeared altogether.

      The wolves had helped.

      There was so much here that I didn’t understand. I would need to, though. In order to end the war—the real war—I would need to know what was taking place. Not just about the tu’alan and the is’anish, but about the wolves and whether they could access one of the great powers as well.

      I looked over at Coldan.

      “What was that about?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      “It has to be the tu’alan,” I said.

      “I don’t see them, though,” he said.

      We couldn’t see them, but that energy had to be them.

      And it was a different kind of energy than what we possessed. It wasn’t the elaron. It wasn’t the ne’rash. Had it been the ne’rash, I would’ve expected to have noticed that from them before.

      Whatever it was happened to be powerful enough to scare away the is’anish.

      I stood in the clearing and realized something.

      The city was gone.

      When we had first arrived here, I had seen only the swirls of that smoky darkness, but now that the darkness was gone, I realized that they had done something.

      The is’anish had attacked.

      “It’s all gone,” I whispered.

      “Good,” Coldan said.

      I turned to him, frowning. “Good?”

      “They weren’t willing to get involved in the war of man. Perhaps they will get involved in a war of their own making.”

      “We don’t know that they will.”

      I couldn’t argue with him that this was a war of the tu’alan. The creatures were so different, so much unlike anything else that we had ever encountered, I could not imagine that they were anything other than similar to the tu’alan.

      “What do you want to do now?” Coldan asked.

      “We have to stop them.”

      “Why does this fall on us?”

      “Because they involved us,” I said. “Because they targeted the Jahor.” I looked over at Shae and Erich. They were whispering to each other, and I realized that the fyrwood staffs they been given had shattered at some point.

      A gift they’d been given already gone.

      The one that I had been given also had a crack running along the length of it. It wouldn’t be of much use for too much longer.

      Standing as we were within the fyrwood forest, I had to believe that we would be able to find more branches, but would they come to us willingly? That was the key with fyrwood. It wasn’t nearly as powerful if it was scavenged as when it was freely given.

      The only weapon that seemed intact was Coldan’s.

      “Where would you have us go?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” I noticed a shimmer, a flicker of movement, not far from us.

      I strode forward and found one of the tu’alan, the same man who had greeted us several times before, standing, watching.

      “You,” I said.

      He studied us, looking at Coldan’s sword, glancing at the staff I held before looking at the other two. I wondered whether or not he would help Shae and Erich find another staff, though doubted it for some reason.

      “You returned,” he said.

      “I wasn’t about to allow them to slaughter your people.”

      “They should not have come,” he said.

      “I need to know more about them.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. When he turned back to look at me, he pressed his lips together in a thin line, a frown that seemed more sad than irritated. “Erianna has decided that we should not share that with the Volatar.”

      “Why not?”

      “It is our shame,” he said.

      “Your shame because you were involved in a war that you didn’t want to acknowledge? Or is it your shame because you pulled us into that war?”

      “We did not pull you into the war,” he said.

      “It seems that way to me,” I said.

      He looked back over his shoulder. “All I can tell you is that you can find your answers going north.”

      I stared at him. “There is nothing north.”

      “Beyond.”

      “Beyond?”

      He nodded slowly. “Beyond the border of the forest. That is where you will find your answers.”

      “Why tell me this and not what I need to know?”

      “I am oath bound not to share anything more.”

      I looked around the remains of the city. There was nothing left. “What will you do?”

      “We will move from here,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “West. We will retreat farther,” he said.

      I had the sense that he was displeased by this.

      “Retreat. That sounds to me like you are avoiding a war.”

      “For now.”

      A soft whistle rang out through the forest. I could feel it pulling upon me, which suggested that it was some sort of summons. The tu’alan man looked over at us, and for a moment, I thought there was disappointment in his eyes.

      “You have to go,” I said.

      He nodded. “I must.”

      “You could come with us.”

      “My people would not permit that.”

      “Because you’re oath bound,” I said.

      “I am.”

      “What’s in the north?”

      “The answers you need,” he said. “Find them, Volatar.”

      He turned, and with little more than a single stride, he disappeared into the forest, leaving us standing there. There was another flicker of movement, and I realized one of those wolves had trailed after him.

      They had been there all along. With the tu’alan.

      That was why we’d seen those pawprints all those years ago.

      I turned to Coldan. “Well?” I asked him.

      “Well what?”

      “Are you ready to get involved in another war?”

      “Weren’t we already involved in another war?”

      “Unfortunately, but this one feels different.”

      “Why is that?”

      I turned, looking into the forest, looking through the trees, staring as if I might even find answers but knowing I would not. “Because this one is not our war.”

      “If we’re involved in it, then how isn’t it our war?”

      “We are involved in it, but I don’t think this was our war to begin with.” I looked over at Shae, then Erich, and finally Coldan. “It will be our war to end, though.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pick up book 4 of The Volatar Saga: The Raging Tide

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      The tide of war begins to turn, though all might be washed away.

      Hevith begins his initial assault and as the fighting brings him south, he calls to the Jahor, building his numbers. When he discovers a place where the Jahor have gathered, he finds those he'd thought lost and realizes the Jahor have known the dangers of the Hith far longer than he'd imagined. For him to end the fighting, he will have to unify his people, but that means hurting those he cares most about.

      While the Volatar searches for the tu'alan to understand the war he's waged since he was young, he finds a new challenge but thinks he might finally have a way to end the war for good. Chasing down answers leads him to new questions—along with a realization that even the tu'alan might have been wrong all along. How can he stop a war when he doesn't even know how to find those responsible for starting it?
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Bonds of War. 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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