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      The massive city of Coynahl loomed in front of us. I sat atop the horse, studying the place from an elevated vantage. From here, a rolling hillside swept down and toward the city itself. An enormous wall surrounded the city, high enough that I wasn’t able to see the buildings closest to it. They were likely not nearly as impressive as the cluster of dozens of towering structures near the middle of Coynahl, all of them rising high. A single structure soared above them all, much larger than the rest. It was made of a faint grayish stone, a flat-topped, singular tower that loomed above the rest of the city.

      Outside of the wall was a collection of homes, all of them crammed together, pressing inward as if they were trying to gain the protection of the city, and failing because they couldn’t come nearly as close to Coynahl as they wanted.

      It was a place where I had avoided coming over the years. A place I knew was a stronghold of the Hith, a place that had been dangerous to the Jahor, enough so that I had avoided it.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      I shook my head. “It’s probably nothing,” I said softly.

      He grunted. “I’ve seen that expression from you before. I recognize the look on your face.”

      I glanced over to him. His cloak covered him, though the sun shone bright and hot overhead. One hand seemed as if it were constantly reaching for the sword sheathed at his side, as if he wanted to be prepared for the possibility of attack at any moment. Knowing my friend as I did, that wasn’t too far off.

      With everything we’d experienced over the years together, coming to Coynahl, to a place that had served as the headquarters of the Hith, the home of the fighting that we had experienced for the majority of our lives, I understood his reluctance. It was one that I shared.

      “I suppose I have wondered whether or not this is the strategy we should be taking,” I said.

      “We don’t have to come here,” Coldan said.

      “After visiting with the is’anish, I think we do.”

      I still couldn’t shake the feeling I’d had when I’d been there, the awareness of the power that the is’anish possessed, and a sense of how they were connected to it, a connection I was still trying to understand.

      Having left the is’anish, my connection to the ne’rash, to power that I had long associated with the Hith, had changed, evolving so that it offered me far greater power than I had ever known before. No longer did the powers within me conflict the way they once had.

      Now there was a different issue that warred within me.

      “How certain are you that this is safe for us?”

      I just shook my head, smiling at Coldan as I stared down at Coynahl. “I’m not certain at all.”

      “Then maybe we don’t do this,” he said.

      “If we don’t, then the war persists. We’ve been used.” I nodded, looking down toward the city. “They have been used. They may not know it, but we have to help them see that.”

      “And if we’re destroyed in the process?”

      I looked behind me to the others who had ridden with us. All of them were prepared to fight, some to die, for this cause.

      I hoped it didn’t come down to that.

      It had been my goal to protect them, to offer them as much safety as possible, but safety, especially when it came to the Trilan, was not necessarily something I could guarantee.

      Safety might be merely an illusion.

      “There isn’t going to be a we,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      I looked over to Coldan. This was the part I hadn’t shared with him, an aspect of the plan I had avoided revealing, knowing the moment I did he would begin to push back against it. Unfortunately, try as I might, I could come up with no other way for what needed to happen to be effective.

      “I have to do this myself,” I said softly.

      “Hevith,” Coldan started, lowering his voice as he briefly looked around him. “You can’t go into Coynahl by yourself. You know what they will do to you.”

      I stared at the city. From here, it didn’t look as terrifying and threatening as it had always been in my mind. Even when we had faced the Hith, battling with them the first time, before we understood the role of the Trilan, Coynahl had been a place of safety for the Hith. It had been a place of danger for us.

      Now it was even more so. It was one part of the Hith Empire that had not fallen.

      Not that I had caused the downfall of the entire Hith Empire. That had never been my intent. I had simply pushed back the Hith where they had attacked, trying to ensure the safety of the Jahor, and attempting to reclaim land I believed was ours. Had I only known then what I knew now, I couldn’t help but wonder how different things might have been.

      I could only wonder how different my reaction might have been.

      “If I bring all of the Order, all of the Jahor, with me, I know what will happen.” I looked to Coldan, meeting his gaze. “They will see us as a threat. And we would be a threat. Which is why it has to be me. It has to be the Volatar.”

      Coldan growled softly. “We’ve been going months. Years. I have been trying to get you to reclaim that title you’ve resisted and now you would choose to embrace it?”

      I smiled at him, though I knew it did nothing to reassure him. “It’s not a matter of embracing it. It’s a matter of recognizing it needs to mean something different. At least, it needs to mean something different than what it has meant.”

      “Why? The Volatar meant the safety of our people.”

      “The Volatar meant the safety of our people, but at a cost.”

      It was that cost which I had to acknowledge. That was the real challenge. That was what I had to recognize, knowing I had been a part of something more than what I should have been for years. I had propagated danger. Destruction. My actions had led to violence. I had caused the Hith to continue their attacks.

      Turning to Coldan, I forced a smile. “I want you to keep our people ready. If something comes up, I will do my best to alert you and the others.”

      With the resurgence of the elaron and the ne’rash within me, I no longer doubted whether I would even be able to do so. I knew that I could. I knew that power filled me, flowing within me in a way that would permit me to protect our people. In this case, it wasn’t so much protecting them as it was calling to them.

      “The people will be ready,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      Coldan shook his head. “I don’t think you understand, Hevith. I’m going with you.”

      “You should not.”

      “It’s not a matter of what I should and should not do. It’s a matter what I am going to do. I am going with you. You can tell me no, but that doesn’t change that I am making the journey.”

      I had seen that determination from him before, and I recognized how he looked at me, the edge of anger and irritation in his eyes.

      Coldan wasn’t going to be swayed.

      “If we bring soldiers into the city—”

      “You are going into the city. That is enough of a soldier to the Hith.”

      I shook my head. “They won’t know who I am.”

      “Not until you announce yourself.” Coldan studied me. “I presume that is what you intend to do.”

      “I will need to,” I said.

      “As I thought. Because you intend to announce yourself, you will put yourself into unnecessary danger.”

      “It’s not going to be danger.”

      “You can tell yourself that all you want, but we know that you are more at risk than what you want to acknowledge.”

      I looked behind me, to the others with me, including Shae and Erich. They rode side-by-side and sat watching, waiting.

      If I went into the city without alerting them, I couldn’t help but wonder what they might do.

      But I needed to go into the city without them. I needed them to help lead the Jahor in my absence.

      That was my intention.

      They may not want to do so, but at this point, I needed to ensure that our people were safe, and so I needed to leave behind someone I knew could lead. Shae had been working up to that for as long as I had known her.

      “I can’t abandon the people,” I said to Coldan. “I wanted you to ensure their safety.”

      Coldan nodded. “I’m well aware of what you wanted, but I’m telling you what you will get.”

      “And what I will get is not what I want?”

      “What you’ll get is what you deserve.”

      “That sounds to me something like a threat.”

      “You can view it however you want. I’m telling you that you are not going into the city by yourself.”

      I let out a long sigh. Perhaps it was for the best that I not to go alone. Perhaps it would be for the best I have Coldan with me.

      I had done enough by myself, and at this point, I had seen how the Jahor had been growing again, their influence once more taking off. Because of my role, and everything that we had done, we had rebuilt the people.

      If we didn’t do this, if we didn’t end the fighting in the war, then everything that we had done would have been for nothing. All of this was to help protect our people, to ensure that everything that we had gone through recently, and in the past, mattered.

      We needed to ensure it did. We needed to ensure we had not wasted all of those lives. And we needed to ensure that the ger’thin weren’t able to continue to lead to the destruction of us and our kind.

      And then…

      Then it would be up to us to ensure the war did not return. That there was no further fighting. It would be up to us to find a way to ensure the safety of all of our people. I had no idea if such a thing would be possible. Still, of all the legacies I might be able to leave, that was the one I wanted the most.

      I took a deep breath, letting out slowly, and I looked to Coldan.

      “Come with me.”

      He nodded, and after we shared a few words with Shae and then Erich, instructing them to keep the Jahor camped out of sight, we made our way toward Coynahl.

      “After all we’ve been through, we come back together like this,” I said.

      Coldan smiled. “Perhaps it is fitting,” he said.

      “I suppose that if I have to face the possibility of death, it might as well be with you.”

      “You would rather it be with someone else?”

      I smiled at him. “You and I have been through so much together over the years.”

      “We have.”

      The horses brought us closer to the city, and with each passing moment, the wall loomed even larger, an ever present threat. Strangely enough, though, I didn’t have the feeling of a threat from it.

      As I stared at it, watching the city come closer and closer to us, I couldn’t help but feel as if it was no different than any other city we had visited over the years. Perhaps different in the fact it wasn’t ours. There had been a time when I had considered the Jahor cities my own, a time when I had claimed them, even though it was possible I should not have.

      This city was not altogether different. It was older. That much was evident. Some of these buildings had been here for centuries, judging by the appearance of them. They were old, and this place was old.

      “I remember when we were pushing south,” Coldan said. “You had the Jahor reclaim land we believed were our ancestral homes.”

      I nodded. “I remember.”

      “And at the time, you had a limit on how far south we would travel.”

      “There was no point in us making our way too far south. Any place beyond the Carren River had never been Jahor.”

      That was what we had believed. That was what the Movras had informed us.

      It had taken me a while to fully appreciate the history of the Jahor, but once I had, I wanted to understand what our role would be, and how we would exert our influence. Once we had pushed the Hith influence away, we had united the northern lands under the Jahor.

      In hindsight, I began to wonder whether or not that was a mistake. It was possible that in doing so that we had created a different sort of challenge. Before the Hith, many of those places had been distinct nations. Following the Hith invasion, those distinct nations had been separated, turned into something else.

      Now…

      Now they were all once again under the Hith umbrella. Not only that, but they were bound to the Trilan. It was that influence, that connection to the Trilan, we needed to ensure we stopped.

      “How long do you think the ger’thin had been active?” Coldan had asked the question before, so this wasn’t new, but it was new enough that he was probably not only asking out of curiosity. I suspected that part of his curiosity came from nervousness.

      Not that I would ever tell Coldan I believed he was nervous. He would never acknowledge it.

      “I don’t know. If we go by what the dwul’ran and the tu’alan and the is’anish have told us, then the ger’thin have been active ever since they were destroyed.”

      “The entire time?”

      I just shrugged. I didn’t really know. What had become painfully obvious to me was that this war was one that had been waged for a long time. Of course, a long time to my people was probably not all that long to those like the ger’thin. If they lived hundreds of years as it seemed they did, then it was incredibly likely they wouldn’t view things the same way we did.

      “How do you think we can ever manage to stop this?” Coldan asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know that we can hope to stop it. All we can do is try to intervene, to slow the inevitable, and see if there’s any way that we can delay what is coming for us,” I said.

      “I fear what it might mean,” Coldan said softly.

      I took a deep breath, nodding. “I fear it, as well.”

      We reached the main road leading to Coynahl.

      We fell silent, though I glanced back, looking toward the hillside. I wasn’t able to see our people, though every so often I would feel something. It was a tremor of power, a hint of the elaron, and it was an aspect of that power that called to me. How many others would be sensitized to it?

      I believed that it was only because my connection to the elaron I was able to detect it quite as strongly. Coldan might feel it as well, though given his unique connection to the elaron, he may not even realize what he picked up on.

      “You intend to have us just walk in?” he asked.

      “Walk in. Make our way toward the Hith headquarters. Announce ourselves. Pretty much that.”

      “You do realize what they will do to us.”

      “Honestly, I have no idea what they might do to us,” I said.

      I worried more about the possibility there would be ger’thin within the city we wouldn’t even recognize. If they were instigating the attack, and if they were the reason for the various battles we had waged over the years, then the ger’thin likely would have headquarters within the city. Without knowing who they were and if there was any way to identify them, we might not even be able to react in time. The challenge for me was identifying them in a way that wouldn’t push away the Hith.

      I turned back to the road.

      There was activity here. As we neared the slums outside of the wall, there were children running through the streets, animals chasing them, people pushing wagons along the road. No one else was on horseback.

      That might signal a problem, though I wasn’t sure.

      “We should dismount,” I said to Coldan.

      “Are you sure?”

      “We aren’t running,” I said.

      “If we have to lead the horses, we are at a disadvantage.”

      “We are coming into Coynahl. We’re at a disadvantage no matter how you figure it.”

      The two of us got down from the saddles, and we grabbed the reins of the horses, guiding them. Coldan looked uncomfortable. I could see him reaching for his sword, as if he wanted to unsheathe, but he refrained. At least he had the strength of will to avoid carrying a sword openly into the city. Under the circumstances, I wouldn’t have been altogether surprised were he to do so, though it wouldn’t have benefited us. It would’ve only put us at odds with people that we were trying to understand.

      We had come to Coynahl not to fight, but to build connections.

      I didn’t know if such a thing would be possible, not with what we had done over the years, and not with the traditional battles we had waged with the Hith, but we had to try.

      I paused, looking at the people gathered in the streets. They were disheveled. Many of them looked sick, thin and gaunt, their clothing tattered, faces missing the gleam of hope that should shine in their eyes. These people had suffered.

      Did they suffer because of the war, or did they suffer because of the Hith presence?

      I didn’t know which it was. I didn’t know if it even mattered. All I knew was I had seen that expression before. It was one the Jahor had worn when I had first freed them.

      “Look at them,” Coldan whispered.

      “I see them,” I said.

      “I didn’t know it was like that here.”

      “What did you expect?”

      Coldan shook his head. “I didn’t know. I still don’t, I suppose.”

      “We didn’t know what they would do,” I said.

      “I figured they would take better care of their people.”

      “If we assume that none of this is the Hith, and if we assume that none of this is something these people asked for, then we know this is all tied to the ger’thin and their view of our kind.”

      Coldan just nodded. “I don’t like it,” he said.

      “I don’t think we are supposed to like it.”

      “I still don’t like it,” he said.

      I grunted, chuckling softly. “Again…”

      I trailed off as a young girl came running over. She chased after a bottle that rolled in front of us, and she grabbed it quickly, looking up, her eyes widening when she saw Coldan before narrowing once more and grabbing the ball and turning away.

      “Look at you. Already making friends.”

      “They’re going to recognize me,” Coldan said.

      “Maybe. It’s why I didn’t want you to come.”

      Coldan glanced back at me. “And I wasn’t about to let you do this on your own. So it seems we are in a bit of a predicament.”

      “Really? A predicament?”

      “You aren’t leaving me, and I’m not going to let you walk away.”

      I guided the horse a little farther forward. We headed toward the wall, and as we did, I could practically feel something shifting, some aspect of energy that was changing.

      I could feel that power within the city. It resonated within me. It was the power of the ne’rash.

      “Something’s off,” Coldan said.

      I shook my head, frowning slightly, and focusing on the energy of the ne’rash. “Not quite,” I said.

      “I’ve seen that face from you before.”

      “What face is that?”

      “The one that looks a little constipated,” Coldan said. “It looks as if you are trying to work out a shit, but you aren’t able to.”

      “That’s quite descriptive.”

      Coldan shrugged. “If you would rather me describe it differently…”

      “I would rather you not be thinking about what I look like when I’m doing that.”

      “Oh, Volatar, don’t worry. All men have to shit.”

      I grunted, shaking my head and chuckling. “I suppose they do.” I looked around me, motioning to everything nearby. “It’s a feeling I have. I can pick up on something that’s here, some aspect of power, and I recognize that energy.”

      “The ne’rash,” Coldan said.

      I nodded slowly. “It’s out here. I can feel it.”

      “We knew it would be,” he said.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He was right. We had known there would be something to it. We had known there would be an aspect of power, some part of the ne’rash here. It would have to be. This was the headquarter of the Hith. This was where their strength was. It was just that I had not expected to have come across it quite so potently, and quite so suddenly.

      It had come on suddenly. Almost too suddenly.

      “Do you think they’re aware of us?” Coldan asked.

      I would’ve said no, especially as I had felt nothing up until this moment, but the fact that it had come on so quickly, and so potently, left me thinking that perhaps they were aware.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Maybe it’s not so much that they are aware of you as it is that they are aware of power?”

      I shrugged again. I didn’t have a good answer for that. I could feel something, and I suspected what I could feel mattered, that it was somehow bound to what was happening here, but I didn’t know.

      “We should get inside the city,” I said.

      “What are you worried about?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing,” I started. “I think that—”

      I didn’t get the opportunity to finish.

      A burst of power came from within the city.

      It was a surge of ne’rash, but it was mixed with something else. There was something different than the ne’rash, different even than the elaron.

      Another great power.

      The fact that there was another great power used within the city worried me.

      “Hevith?” Coldan whispered.

      I looked over. We needed to be careful using our names, especially that one. Both of us knew there were enough people who would recognize the name Hevith.

      “We need to be careful,” I whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “There was a great power.”

      “And?”

      “And I don’t know what it means.”

      “How close was it?”

      “Close,” I said.

      “That doesn’t help me.”

      “It’s within the city,” I said. “And it’s a power I don’t know.”

      Coldan turned away, and his hand moved once again to the hilt of his sword.

      I wouldn’t fault him if he were to unsheathe it now, but was thankful he didn’t. With my ability to call upon the power of the elaron blade, I thought I could offer us a level of defense, but it would have to be quick. As I looked at Coldan, I sensed his discomfort.

      “We don’t know what it is,” I whispered.

      “Which is why I’m getting ready,” he said.

      “I think we should just wait.”

      “Wait? Since we don’t know what we’re dealing with, you would have us simply wait?”

      “I would have us recognize that we don’t want to overreact.”

      “It’s not an overreaction if I’m ready.”

      As much as I wanted to argue with him, there was no point in doing so. He was right.

      “Don’t take action unless we need to.”

      We reached the wall leading into the city. From there, I could feel the shifting of energy. On the other side of the wall was a surge of power.

      Ne’rash, but it was something else. It was the strange energy I’d detected before.

      As I attempted to take another step, I could not.

      When I looked over to Coldan, I saw him frowning, concentration written on his face, a deep and angry expression burning there.

      “Easy,” I whispered.

      “They’re holding us,” he said.

      I nodded. I should have expected something along that line. The Hith would have some way of knowing that we were coming, and it wasn’t at all surprising that they would have used that to attack. But I hadn’t expected them to have held us so tightly.

      “The moment we break through this, they’re going to know we’re here,” I said.

      “Does that matter?”

      I shook my head. “Not particularly, but I want us to be ready. When we push through, we have to know that whatever else happens, they’re going to come for us.”

      “Let them come,” Coldan said.

      “We didn’t come here to fight them,” I reminded him.

      Coldan let out a frustrated sigh. “Would you stop making so much sense?” he said.

      I smiled at him. “I can’t help myself. Somebody has to, especially since you prefer not to.”

      “I recognize you’re trying to give the Hith more credit than they deserve.”

      “And you’re blaming them for something that I don’t know that they deserve.”

      I closed my eyes, concentrating for a moment.

      In doing so, I could feel power filling me.

      As soon as I took the next step, as soon as we pushed through this resistance, we were going to be met by danger. I had to be ready for that. We both had to be ready.

      Taking a deep breath, I let it all out slowly and steadily, and I turned to Coldan. “We will begin.”

      I mixed the elaron and the ne’rash together. I took a step, slicing through the resistance.

      Something thundered near us.

      Power. Ne’rash power.

      More than that, it was some unknown great power.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      “They’re coming,” I said.
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      We guided the horses forward.

      There was no point in staying where we were. That ended up looking more suspicious than anything else. It was better for us to just keep moving, to at least give the appearance we were supposed to be here, that we weren’t going to cause any threat to the people of Coynahl.

      I didn’t intend to cause problems for the people of Coynahl. All I wanted was to get to those who could make a difference, the Hith leaders who might be able to intervene and offer us answers we needed.

      Power continued to build around us, though I from his lack of reaction, I could tell Coldan wasn’t aware of it. It exploded every so often, the echoing energy of ne’rash, mixed with that of something else. It was that something else that troubled me the most.

      “Where are we heading?” Coldan asked.

      “There,” I said, nodding toward the center of the city.

      “Are you sure?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea whether there’s anything worth finding there, but it seems like that’s where we need to go.”

      The massive tower exuded energy, a strength and power that left me thinking that if nothing else, that was where we needed to be going. The further we went, the more I expected to encounter more people challenging us, but we didn’t. There was nothing.

      “I get the sense you still aren’t certain,” Coldan said.

      “Because I’m not,” I said.

      “We could turn back.”

      “If we do, then we’ll never learn what we need to know,” I said to him.

      “Are you so certain this is how we want to go about learning it?”

      “No,” I said.

      “I’m not so sure I like this side of you.”

      “Which side is that?”

      “The side who is honest with me.”

      I chuckled. “Would you rather have me deceive you?”

      “I would rather have you tell me the truth, but I would rather that truth not be this.”

      I grinned at him. “I think we feel the same.”

      The further we went, the more I began to feel something. It was energy, but it was a strange sort of energy. I couldn’t tell if it was something to be alarmed by or not. I didn’t know if it was the energy of the unknown great power, or if it came from the ne’rash.

      If it were from the ne’rash, I would’ve expected to have uncovered something of it. That I could not detect it made me think that perhaps there was something different to it.

      “What is it?” Coldan whispered.

      “When will you stop asking me that?”

      “When you stop having that expression on your face.”

      “It’s the same power I’ve been feeling since we came in here.”

      “It hasn’t changed?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You expect it to.”

      I shrugged. “I expect there will be something, though to be honest, I don’t know what we will encounter.”

      We continued winding through the streets. I noticed the people inside the walls of the city were not all that much better off than those outside it. I would’ve expected that they would be better dressed, or in better health, but much like what we had seen outside of the city, there was a feeling all around me of desolation. Sadness. Emptiness and loss. All of that left me filled with sadness for these people. They deserved better.

      If this was the Hith, then maybe coming here and thinking we might find an alliance was a mistake. If this was the ger’thin, then coming here was right. These people needed our help.

      “That power is shifting,” Coldan said.

      I looked over to him. “Can you feel it?”

      “I can’t feel the same as you do,” he said, “but I’m aware that there is something.” He closed his eyes, and for a moment, he started to glow softly.

      I smiled to myself. I wondered how much he knew of what he was doing, how much he was aware of how that power flowed within him. Probably not nearly as much as what he deserved to know. Coldan had as much of an understanding of the power within him as he needed. He was a soldier. A fighter. But then he was more, at least to me. He was my advisor. My friend.

      “You should be careful doing that,” I said.

      “Doing what?” He frowned as he looked at me. “I’m not doing anything.”

      I smiled at him. “If you want to believe that, it’s fine.”

      “Hevith…”

      I smiled at him again. “There you go again. I warned you not to use that name.”

      “I doubt anyone here knows you by that name.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      We continued moving through the streets, and every so often, I could feel something shifting and shimmering in the air. Power that tried to track us.

      It seemed to have lost us the moment we stepped into the city, though I wondered how much of that was because I focused mostly on the ne’rash, using that to hold on to power to maintain our safety. The ne’rash was welcome within the city. As far as the Hith and the ger’thin knew, I didn’t have much control over the ne’rash. Had I not gone to the is’anish, I would not have much control.

      Now I had enough control, and enough of an understanding of the ne’rash, that I could use it to not only wrap around us, but to protect us in a certain way.

      I let it creep out, thinking of how the ne’rash flowed within Nearrahn, the city of the is’anish. I remembered that power, the way it worked through the tree, flowing out of the ground like roots that exploded.

      I created protections around me with the ne’rash. It was those protections, that power, I needed to ensure our safety. I plunged forward.

      “Something changed,” Coldan said.

      I glanced over. I hadn’t felt anything. “What do you detect?”

      “It’s circling us.” He looked over to me, a deep frown on his face. “I don’t know how to describe it other than it’s surrounding us. I suppose it’s probably nothing more than my imagination.”

      I shook my head, frowning as I did. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “I don’t detect what you do, but that doesn’t mean what you’re picking up on isn’t right.”

      I continued looking at the people around us. None of them seemed to pay us any mind.

      Was it because of my connection now to the ne’rash I pushed out? I was trying to get us through the city as quickly as possible and without any conflict, but I didn’t know if that would be effective.

      The ne’rash.

      Coldan looked troubled. I had to push with the ne’rash a little bit more.

      It wasn’t what I wanted to do with the power at this point, but given the expression on his face, I realized we had some urgency to what we needed to do.

      “How close are they?” I asked him.

      Coldan shook his head. “I don’t really know. I can tell there’s something getting closer, but I don’t know exactly where it is or how much time we have until they reach us.”

      I pushed out with the ne’rash. I might be able to use it to detect the source of power; maybe I would be able to determine just how much time and distance we had before there was anything to be concerned about. Even as I pushed out with the ne’rash, I became aware of the trickling energy around me, but within that, there was something else.

      I needed to find the source of that unknown other great power, and whether it was tied to the ger’thin, or something else. It was possible it wasn’t dangerous. I doubted it, though.

      Why else would that power be here?

      I held on to the ne’rash, slithering it underneath the ground.

      No, not slithering it. I pushed it, growing it, connecting to something deeper, something more meaningful, and I could send that power out from me to connect to the rest of the power. It wasn’t so different than what the is’anish had done. Their connection was stronger, greater than what I possessed, but it wasn’t so different I couldn’t do something similar.

      The ne’rash had always been a destructive power to me, but that was because that was how the Hith had used it… that was how the ger’thin had taught them.

      “We need to move quickly,” I told Coldan.

      “Have you neutralized them?”

      “It’s not a matter of neutralizing them. I’m using the ne’rash on them—”

      “Hevith!”

      I shook my head. “I’m trying to slow them and connect so they recognize me as no threat.”

      I didn’t know if it would work, but I thought if nothing else I might be able to hold on to the ne’rash, to slow their approach. The people around us began to move out of our way, almost as if they were aware that we were in a hurry.

      We reached an intersection on the street, and I paused, looking into the distance, and realized the tower loomed almost too far away. Coldan still wore the same pained expression on his face. I could tell from his expression we might not be able to move as quickly as I needed.

      “It’s fine,” Coldan said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s going to be fine,” he said.

      I took a few more steps, and then began to feel power surging against me, squeezing inward. It was the ne’rash, but it was mixed with something else. Laced with another great power, the ne’rash had changed, shifting, and I didn’t know whether or not I would be able to resist it.

      If I added a hint of the elaron. It would potentially allow us to get past it, but incorporating elaron also ran the risk of these others knowing exactly what I was doing and where we were.

      I didn’t have much choice.

      With the pressure beginning to build around us, I could feel how it would hold us, and that we wouldn’t have much of a choice to do anything else. If I did nothing, we were going to end up trapped here.

      How many of the Hith were converging? I could at least determine that.

      By holding on to the ne’rash, I swept small tendrils of power that radiated outward. In my mind, these were roots stretching out, working beneath the ground, searching for answers.

      I could feel those answers, I could feel the power out there, crawling along the ground, and I had to embrace that strength. I continued to push the tendrils of ne’rash out from me, letting that power flow away from me.

      There was Coldan nearest me, and where I pushed the ne’rash, a hint of something pushed back against me. That was his connection to the elaron, and because of it, he was able to overpower my connection, using some part of him that he probably had no control over, some part of him that he didn’t even understand, but because of the way the elaron flowed within him, he created a void around him.

      I pushed beyond that. Then I felt it.

      It was as if the ne’rash flashed with recognition.

      There had to be fifteen Hith. They were all around me, and all of them had a connection to the ne’rash. I had no idea how strong or powerful they were. I’d learned in my dealing with the Hith over the years that some of them were far more connected and powerful than others. I didn’t know how many of these would be powerful Hith, and how many of them would simply have a connection to the ne’rash the Hith would use against us.

      The fact that they were out here, that they were coming toward us, suggested they didn’t really know about the power, and perhaps they were not nearly as strong as some of the other Hith. I had to keep trying, though.

      I focused, pushing outward with the ne’rash, winding it up, through them, connecting to them. A thought came to me of what I had experienced when I had been with the is’anish. They had used the ne’rash, the power of the tree itself, and they had severed me from my connection.

      Could I do something similar?

      I had no idea if it was even possible, but it seemed to me that if it was, if I were able to separate them from the ne’rash, that I might be able to give us a little more time. I would be a threat, though.

      I was already a threat.

      They may not know it, they may not know who I was or why I threatened them, but they would understand that by cutting them off from the ne’rash I posed a danger to them.

      Pressure continued to build around me. Darkness swirled at the periphery of my vision. That power came toward us, and if I didn’t react, then we would face a more dangerous blast of power.

      I might be able to shift the ne’rash holding us, but I didn’t know how long I would be able to do so. It left me with the only possibility of actually cutting them off from it.

      I had to try.

      I twisted the connection to the ne’rash, holding on to it in a way that allowed me to change things for them, and for me. When I did it, I found that my own connection to the ne’rash increased. It was almost as if I stole power from them.

      It wasn’t altogether different from how I borrowed power from the Jahor. I had been able to use the elaron, taking and borrowing from them, and was able to assimilate some of that energy, which was what it felt like I did now. By borrowing that power, I could feel it flowing from them, and I could feel it coming to me, and I recognized there was some aspect to it I could use.

      It filled me.

      I pressed outward even more, sending those tendrils of power and energy away from me, using that to gain an increased distance from the Hith. I continued to probe, letting that power flow out from me, accessing everything in my power in order to connect to more. By doing so, I could feel something else in the city.

      There were other Hith. I could feel it. I connected to them as well.

      If I could neutralize as many of the Hith as possible, then maybe I could use that…

      An explosion rocketed toward me.

      It was a kind of explosion I’d been expecting, but I was unprepared for. By holding on to the power within me, by holding on to the ne’rash, I’d been so focused on trying to carve away that power from the Hith that I’d ignored the other great power I knew existed within the city.

      I staggered, falling to the ground.

      Coldan was there, sword unsheathed in a heartbeat, ready.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “I felt that,” he said.

      “I know that you felt it. I felt it as well, but put your sword away.”

      “If they’re attacking us—”

      “It’s not the Hith. It’s whoever is working with the Hith.”

      “If it’s these ger’thin, then we may not even know. Did you say they could look like anything? They could take on any appearance?

      I nodded slowly. “That’s exactly what I said, which is why you have to be careful. Let me use my connection to the ne’rash to find out which of the Hith we can influence.”

      “Hevith…”

      I shook my head. “If it gets out of hand, I can always summon a blade of elaron.”

      And I could give him one, as well. That part I left unspoken. Both of us knew that, and both of us understood that when I gave him a blade of elaron, it would be enough power for him to cut through the Hith. Between the two of us, I suspected it would take a considerable number of Hith to overwhelm us. Especially now that I had the connection I did to the elaron. And to the ne’rash.

      Between the two powers, I believed I’d be able to call a significant energy, and I should be able to avoid injury if they were to bring that attack to us.

      I let out a heavy breath.

      I pushed another bit of power out, and I focused, straining to see if there was any way that could push outward, if I could reach out with the ne’rash, pressing even further into the city, drawing more of the ne’rash from the Hith. There was a limit to how much I could call. I continued to focus on the ne’rash, and I let more and more power out from me, sneaking it below the ground, the roots of my tree stretching away from me.

      And then I felt the source.

      Strangely, it was where we were heading. My breath caught.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      “I think I understand something. I’ve been feeling something within these Hith. Some aspect of power, and I thought it was tied to their control over the ne’rash, but I don’t even know if that’s the case.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “I think the tower is built out of fyrwood.”

      If not built out of it, at least it was laced with enough of it that it carried with the power that ancient fyrwood possessed. It wouldn’t have been given freely. I knew that well enough, having been in the forest, having been with the tu’alan, and knowing just how much they valued their forest and their trees.

      Which meant that the ger’thin had taken it.

      Of course they would have. They took everything else. The great power that was assaulting me might not even be from one particular person.

      It might have been stored.

      I had to be careful.

      We continued moving forward, and as we did, I held on to the ne’rash, letting it flow from me, keeping the Hith separated from their power, and using my own control over the ne’rash to draw energy up, keeping them from attacking.

      “This is strange,” Coldan whispered. “I can feel something. I don’t exactly know what it is, only that I can sense that strangeness that’s all around us.”

      “I think what you’re detecting is the way I’m forcing the ne’rash out.”

      “Why would I feel that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe because you’re so bound to the elaron that you recognize it.”

      It was that bonding to the elaron that made him what he was, but it also made it so that I felt a bit of repulsion between the two of us when I was summoning this much of the ne’rash. It seemed to force us away, as if I wanted to take a step away from him, to put some distance between us.

      I added a trace of the elaron, little more than that, a measure of control that I wouldn’t have had if I hadn’t visited the dwul’ran, but as I did, I could feel that resistance to Coldan fading.

      It was enough.

      I wondered if it would impact the others around us in the same way.

      I didn’t want to give them the opportunity to press toward us, but at the same time, I didn’t need to create separation and distance between anybody else in the city. By forcing them away, I only hoped to use that in order to move more easily through the streets.

      “That’s better,” Coldan whispered.

      “I added a hint of elaron.”

      He glanced over to me, frowning briefly.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said. “You can deny all you want that you feel the elaron, but I know you do.”

      “I haven’t denied it.”

      “Over the years, you’ve tried to deny the fact that you are tightly bound to elaron.”

      “Only denied what needs to be denied,” he said.

      I shook my head, chuckling. “None of that needs to be denied.”

      “I accept only what I can see.”

      “We both know that’s not true, either.”

      The road leading to the tower loomed in front of us. It was straight ahead, a wide road, and empty. I couldn’t remember if it had been that way we had first started along the road, but with me drawing upon the ne’rash, I could feel the way power forced others to take a step away from us.

      I was like a tree crowding out others. I was drawing off the power, sending them away. At the same time, there was something tugging upon me.

      It had to be the tower.

      Somehow I could resist the drawing sensation, though I was all too aware of how it called to me, the way it pulled on me, the power that was within the tower seeming to beckon me forward, as if demanding that I come to it, to offer up the power I had to it. I didn’t know if it was the elaron or my control over the ne’rash that allowed me to resist.

      Perhaps it was both. Perhaps it was the fact that I was now bound to both powers in a way I had never been before that allowed me to resist the attempt and the temptation to let go of that power.

      “I can feel it calling to me,” Coldan said softly.

      “I can too,” I said.

      “It’s strange. It’s like a magnet.”

      “I don’t think it’s like a magnet. I think of it more like the staff we were once given.”

      “We could go back.”

      I nodded. “Eventually, I think we’ll have to go back. For now, we need to resolve this for the Hith.”

      “Just for the Hith?”

      “For us to end the war, it’s going to have to be.”

      We continued along the street, moving as quickly as we could. Walking the horses was slower than riding, but I wondered if I would have been able to connect nearly as firmly to everything had we been on horseback. By walking, it seemed as if my feet served as a connection to the ground, and allowed me to reach out to the others, forming that connection in a way that allowed me to bond to those Hith, to borrow power from them.

      It was that power I needed.

      Were it not that power, I wasn’t sure that I would have been able to understand everything that I did, to know just what was that we were dealing with.

      The tower was in front of us.

      I glanced over to Coldan, watching him. I worry about his reaction, worried about whether he would say anything, whether there was anything that he would be concerned by. He’d been silent, but silence didn’t necessarily mean he was comfortable with all of this. Silence simply meant a lack of sound.

      He shook his head as I glanced in his direction. “I’m fine,” he mumbled.

      “I know you’re fine, but I want to make sure that you aren’t going to struggle with this.”

      “With what? With the idea that we might have to battle our way out of here?”

      I shrugged. “Well, something like that.”

      “I’m fine,” he said again.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and focused on the Hith that were around us. We were trailed. That didn’t surprise me. I expected the Hith to have followed us, but they didn’t get any closer. They formed a ring around us, power that flowed from them, stretching out from them, and a power that I could feel.

      It surprised me that I would be so aware of that power. They didn’t use their connection to the ne’rash. I half expected to feel them attempting to touch that power, to borrow from it and to see if they could attack, but it was almost as if by me holding on to my connection to the ne’rash, that some part of the Hith had changed.

      It was as if their desire to use it in the way that they did had changed.

      I almost stumbled.

      “What is it?”

      I turned, looking around me. In the distance, I caught shadowed forms everywhere.

      Hith.

      There were dozens of them.

      Others tried to get closer, but as soon as they got within the radius of my roots, they weren’t able to go any further. My connection to the ne’rash began to sweep through them, and as soon as they neared it, the connection pulled upon that power, strengthening me, and severing them from their own connection.

      It allowed me to continue to grow stronger.

      I was a tree sucking nutrients.

      Was this what the is’anish had done?

      That didn’t seem to make a whole lot of sense, especially considering the is’anish had plenty of people able to use the ne’rash, but it certainly was a better use of the ne’rash than I had seen the Hith employ before.

      It had always been a destructive power. It had always been something that I had feared; I’d had difficulty embracing that power, trying to grasp it and manipulate it.

      Now I recognized there was something different to it. Now I recognized the ne’rash was not destructive.

      Of course, I’d always known that the nature of the power was only tied to the person who used it, and whoever forced it into a destructive pattern was the one responsible for making it that way, but it still surprised me I would feel that differently about it.

      “I’m starting to wonder if perhaps the Hith have been manipulated.”

      “I thought that was what you believed.”

      I took a deep breath, and though I could feel the power of the ne’rash between us, I couldn’t get any answers from the Hith.

      “I recognize they’ve been influenced, but this is something different.”

      “What is it?”

      “Can you not feel it? Look around you,” I said, sweeping my arm in a circle. “We’re surrounded by Hith. You might not be able to see them, or even feel them”—I glanced over to Coldan, studying his reaction, and wasn’t able to tell if he could feel them or not—“but they have us surrounded. There are enough of the Hith all around us that I have to wonder if perhaps the ger’thin influence has made them do something different.”

      I needed to better understand the history of the Jahor and the Hith.

      Unfortunately, I hadn’t taken the time to do so.

      Maybe I should have.

      I forced my attention away, focusing on the tower in the distance.

      That was where we needed to go. That was where we were heading. I would borrow the power of the Hith, taking everything from those who filled the city, using it to reach the center.

      “I feel like this is a lot easier than I was expecting it to be,” Coldan said.

      “Is it easy?”

      “Well, here you and I are walking through the streets of Coynahl, unopposed, and if it’s as you say and we have dozens of Hith surrounding us, then I would say that it is a whole lot easier than I was expecting.”

      I frowned. Perhaps he was right.

      “We should be ready for anything, regardless.”

      “I always am.”

      As we neared the tower, a shadow began to loom over us. I could feel the power from the tower, and I could feel the way that was tugging upon me. There was energy within it, a strength that troubled me.

      A great power.

      “We still don’t know anything about the great power of the ger’thin,” I said.

      “Maybe we can learn about it here—”

      Coldan didn’t get a chance to finish.

      Another explosion thundered, lashing out toward us, knocking both of us over.

      As I got to my feet, I realized the explosion had originated from the tower.

      More than that, something about the tower was changing. Shifting. Slithering.

      With sudden understanding, I realized my mistake.

      I already knew the power of the ger’thin.

      They could change their form.
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      I approached the tower slowly, carefully, glancing over to Coldan, who kept his sword unsheathed. The power of the ne’rash flowed through me, streaking underneath the ground, connecting me to everything all around us.

      The tower seemed to bulge with additional power. It was a strange sort of power, one that I could feel, but couldn’t see. In the time I’d been operating, ever since learning of my connection to the elaron, I had not known a time when I didn’t have any access to power.

      This was different. This was a connection to a great power I didn’t understand.

      “You look like you’re trying to translate something,” Coldan said.

      I smiled at him. “I can feel something within this tower,” I said. “It’s one of the great powers, though even though I can feel it, I can’t tell anything else about it.”

      “If it’s one of the great powers, then why can’t you reach for it?”

      “It doesn’t always work like that,” I told him. “I can identify the elaron and the ne’rash, but I can’t identify all of the great powers.”

      If only we had more time. I might’ve stayed with the tu’alan, the dwul’ran, even the is’anish so that I could better understand the great powers. From them I had a sense that they were aware of the elaron and the ne’rash, and possibly even others, but it was possible that they didn’t have the same connection or power as what we knew.

      I could still feel the Hith around me. They were there, lingering, staying close by, almost as if they were waiting to see how I might react. There was no threat from the Hith. There was no attempt to attack. There was nothing other than an awareness of their presence.

      I could feel them. It came through the ne’rash, the tracing of power that stretched beneath the ground, and energy that flowed that suggested to me that we were near.

      I waited. There was nothing more.

      I looked at the tower. “It might attack again. If it views us as a threat, I don’t know what it will do.”

      “Then don’t be a threat,” Coldan said.

      “Unfortunately, I think we are a threat.”

      “Didn’t we come to Coynahl so we could get inside and figure out what’s going on?”

      “We came to Coynahl so that we could try to work with the Hith.” I nodded to the tower. “I don’t think this is the Hith.”

      “If it’s not the Hith, then what?”

      “Not the Hith.”

      I detected something building again. Power.

      I wasn’t at all sure where the power was coming from, and until I had a better understanding of its nature, I hesitated. I braced the ne’rash in a way that I had not outside of my time with the is’anish.

      I turned in place, looking around me, feeling for the energy.

      “I think you’ll have to do something quickly,” Coldan said.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure. I can feel… Something. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know what it means, but it’s coming.”

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the elaron, but I couldn’t detect it the same as he could, not while wrapped up in the ne’rash as tightly as I was. It made it difficult for me to find anything near me. There was the power of the tower, but other than that, I wasn’t able to detect much of anything.

      Not that I doubted Coldan. He probably did pick up on something, which meant that whatever was out there, whatever he felt, was real. And I had to be careful.

      “Where is it coming from?”

      Coldan closed his eyes. For a moment, he surged with a brighter light.

      Within that light, I recognized the power of elaron flowing through him. It was almost as if I could see his connection to his magic, a strange thing for me to be aware of with someone who did not fully embrace his own connection to it. As I watched, waiting and holding on to my own connection and power, I could feel something more. It was as if Coldan lent me his understanding.

      That was odd. I focused on it, and could feel something within it. Power.

      “Be careful,” I said to him.

      “I am being careful,” Coldan told me.

      “No. I’m just saying—”

      I didn’t get the chance to finish what I was saying. A burst of power exploded, striking me. It threw me across the courtyard outside of the tower. I scrambled to my feet, surging power into myself, and looked up at the tower.

      Coldan was unfazed by the attack.

      “I’m fine,” I said, shaking myself and getting to my feet.

      “I wasn’t concerned,” Coldan said.

      “Really?”

      He shrugged. “I figured if you were really hurt you wouldn’t be able to get up.”

      “Thanks. I guess.”

      Coldan smirked at me. “You don’t have to be disappointed.”

      “I’m more disappointed that I don’t know what is hitting me.”

      “It’s not either of your powers.”

      “Not that I can tell,” I said.

      “Then it’s like you said. One of the other great powers.”

      We knew that the ger’thin had the ability to change forms, and we knew they could absorb power from others. Why weren’t they trying to absorb it from me now? I couldn’t help but wonder why there was no attempt to draw the ne’rash off of me, to try to siphon that power away, suctioning it until I was left with nothing.

      I had to focus, to search for anything I might be able to uncover about what was out there.

      “We have to find a way in,” I said to Coldan. “But I don’t know how.”

      “We can try to—”

      A burst of power struck him, and he went spinning, but didn’t fall.

      Coldan spun around, sweeping his sword in an arc, an angry expression contorting his face. “We should get moving,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said.

      We ducked around, and I followed him, staying as close as I could, focusing on the two powers that filled me. A power exploded from Coldan. I doubted Coldan had any clue about how he pulled on that power. I was likely the only one who was aware of it.

      We circled around the outside of the tower, and I tried to gauge how we would find our way in. There wasn’t anything obvious. I supposed I wasn’t expecting anything obvious. Given what I knew of the ger’thin and the way they were able to manipulate their form, it didn’t surprise me they would have some way of distorting the nature of the tower.

      “What are you thinking?” Coldan asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m thinking we’re going to need to try to force our way in.”

      I looked behind me. Even though I could feel the Hith nearby, I still didn’t see any.

      That surprised me. Not that I couldn’t see them. That wasn’t altogether surprising. What surprised me was that I didn’t feel them coming toward us. It was as if they weren’t concerned enough to approach.

      “What do you propose?” Coldan asked.

      “We need to use the Hith.”

      “Use them?” He glanced over, arching a brow.

      “Well, use the power they possess.”

      “Aren’t you doing that now?”

      “To a certain extent. What I’m proposing is that we do even more.”

      Coldan stared. “I trust you.”

      As we circled around in front of the tower, I felt a source of power that continued to build. I held on to that energy, letting it sweep through me, filling me. It was the energy of the ne’rash, that of the elaron.

      Finally I stopped, planting myself in front of one part of the tower, and stared at it.

      I couldn’t tell anything from the tower itself, only that I could feel a hint of power coming from within it. As I focused on that power, I searched for a connection there. The is’anish weren’t beyond my ability to destroy. And I knew they were susceptible to the combined force of both the elaron and the ne’rash.

      Turning my attention to them, I held on to the energy within me. I had a considerable connection to the ne’rash, drawing off of all of the Hith around me. I didn’t have the same link to the elaron, though it didn’t mean I couldn’t. There was one way I could reach for that power.

      There was something I could attempt. Mixed power.

      That was what these creatures were susceptible to.

      I called on the elaron, drawing from myself, adding a hint from what I detected from Coldan, and even reaching beyond, to the hillside far from here where the others were gathered. As I did, I could feel that power beginning to build within me.

      It mixed, mingling together with that of the ne’rash, magics coming together in ways they had always struggled with before.

      I let that power explode outward. It blasted into the tower.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect.

      Some part of me began to wonder if perhaps by focusing on it this way I might create a doorway of sorts, something that would grant me access to the inside of the tower. That didn’t happen.

      Instead, the entire tower seemed to shift.

      It was strange that it did, strange the way it shifted, shimmering slightly, and yet I could feel as if this was what I needed to be doing.

      I continued calling on that power. Next to me, Coldan cried out.

      I glanced over, worried I was somehow harming him, but he said nothing to me. He glowed, energy within him filling him, and nothing more than that.

      I had to pour more power out.

      Then the tower changed.

      The shimmering started to shift, slithering and altering its form. An explosion of energy came toward me. I braced myself for what was coming, but even as I did, I could feel that power slamming into me, power that was almost too much for me to withstand.

      I hesitated. I wouldn’t be able to survive another attack like that. I had to try a different approach. I had focused the elaron and the ne’rash directly at the tower, sending it toward the base of the structure, but perhaps that was a mistake.

      Could I wrap the power around it?

      I tried to sweep it around, surging it in a sheath that would form around the entirety of the tower, but the sheer size of the structure was more than what I could handle. It stretched high above me, the enormity of it overwhelming, and despite as much power as I pulled off of the Hith, and as much as I pulled off of the Jahor with me, I still couldn’t summon nearly enough strength.

      I wasn’t going to be able to overpower it that way, either.

      I had attacked the base of the tower. That had not worked. What if I attempted to target the upper portion of the tower? It might take longer, and it might require that I use more strength than I had intended, but using it that way might allow me a different connection and approach.

      I focused, calling upon power, angling it toward the upper portion of the tower. As I did, I could feel something there. There was resistance, but it wasn’t the resistance I struggled with.

      I pushed out more from me. With each passing moment, I could feel something there, but then a blast of energy forced me back, and I had to withdraw both of the powers.

      I looked over to Coldan. “I can’t overpower this.”

      “You have to do something. I can feel they’re moving.”

      Wrapped as I was in both powers, I wasn’t aware of anything moving. All I was aware of was the tower and the energy that was there. Even as I focused, using what I could of the elaron, I still couldn’t detect anything more.

      “Is there some other way?” Coldan asked. “Even if it’s not you using the elaron the way you usually do, maybe you can use that other power of yours.”

      The only other possibility was trying to go up. The ne’rash. It was the way I had connected to the Hith. I had worked under the ground, acting something like a tree, reaching for them as if I were sending out roots.

      Why hadn’t I started that way?

      Maybe because my first instinct was to attack, though perhaps it should not have been. I needed to focus on a different approach.

      “Hurry,” Coldan said again.

      For a moment, I tested to see if I could uncover what he felt I needed to hurry for, but I detected nothing. Instead, I probed, diving.

      I used the connections I already had with the Hith, turning them, sending them out and toward the tower. Within that connection, I began to twist the elaron, sending that energy swirling within that of the ne’rash. I thought that by doing so I should be able to find some different connection, a way for me to bind the two. I had no idea whether it would be effective in trying to overcome the ger’thin power that they were using upon the tower, but I had seen how they struggled before.

      I sent energy up.

      It came slowly.

      As it did, I could feel it growing, the elaron helping ne’rash. Instead of them battling, diminishing each other, in this case they wound together, creating something more. It was almost enough to make me pause, to marvel at the power flowing out from me.

      Coldan grunted, and I realized I needed to act more quickly. Something was happening and he needed my help.

      I shifted, twisting more power out from me. In doing so, I could feel that energy beginning to reach that of the tower. I added more to the tower, more strength to it, more energy to it, and it surged upward, moving slowly at first but with increased speed as I sent more and more power up through it. It drew off of the Hith and off of the Jahor, creating something that was a combination of both.

      The ger’thin resisted.

      I wondered how many were there.

      The tower was their construct, but other than that, I wondered whether we would deal with any other ger’thin within the tower. Stepping forward, I continued forcing energy upward, pushing it into the tower, and I encountered a bit of resistance.

      “Hevith?”

      I glanced over to Coldan, and his eyes were wide.

      I looked around.

      We weren’t alone here in the clearing any longer.

      Not Hith. That I would know how to deal with.

      Instead there were seven ger’thin.

      I recognized them in their insubstantial form, looking almost like swirls of smoke, but I could feel the way they were trying to pull power away from me. They attempted to draw that power off, though I didn’t know if the way they were using it, the way they were pulling, would even be effective with me wrapped in the power that I was.

      I had to keep pushing.

      “Fight them,” I said to Coldan.

      A grim look crossed his face, and he clenched his jaw as he unsheathed his sword.

      I pushed off a hint of elaron, gifting him as much as I dared, and his blade blazed brightly. It was almost a blade of elaron, but it was combined with the steel he carried. I hoped it would be enough.

      I continued pushing.

      Distantly, I was aware of Coldan fighting.

      It happened quickly. One moment he was there next to me, guarding me, and the next he was gone, sweeping away. I could feel the elaron within him, and I could feel the way the ger’thin attempted to call power away from him.

      I had to ignore all of that. I had to focus on the power within me. I had to be ready.

      Something attempted to slam into me, but I ignored it. As power trickled around, I pushed back against it. I sent another surge away from me.

      I couldn’t allow it to strike me. I couldn’t allow the attack to be effective. I had to be strong. I pushed more power out, ignoring the attack on me. There was something calling to me, trying to draw my energy off. I tried to ignore it, to focus only on the power, but I struggled with it. That connection continued to attempt to pull upon me, to draw the energy off, and it surged.

      Coldan maintained his deadly dance around me. He darted, sweeping around with his blade, and I had no idea whether he was successful with pushing back the ger’thin or whether he suffered. I could not focus on that. I dared not focus on it. Instead, what I needed was to focus on the tower.

      I could still feel the connections to the Hith, the root system I had formed, and I pushed them outward, sweeping them beneath the ground as I forced it into the tower. The connection to the elaron was within me, drawn off of the Jahor, but giving me strength and the ability to continue to push. I tried to ignore the pressure.

      There was resistance.

      I could feel that resistance, and I could feel how it was working, the way it pressed in upon me, but I also could tell that I was going to be able to do something different with it.

      I could overwhelm this.

      I could feel what was happening, the way the energy flowed out from me, and I could feel the way the tower stretched above me in a way I was capable of overpowering.

      Coldan cried out. It almost disrupted me. I couldn’t allow it.

      I had to focus on what I was doing. I had to focus on the power within me. I had to be sure that he was not the reason this failed.

      Coldan wouldn’t want me to let that happen.

      A little bit more.

      Something struck me.

      I staggered, falling to the ground.

      Darkness started to swirl around me, and it attempted to pull power off, but the way I was snaking it under the ground, sending it up from deep within the ground allowed me the opportunity to ignore it.

      For now.

      I didn’t know how long I’d be able to ignore it. I didn’t know how long it would linger. I didn’t know whether or not my strength would last. All I knew was that I was going to be able to push past this.

      The ger’thin swirled around me. There was at least one. Maybe two.

      I braced myself, redirecting a hint of power from what was taking place around me, and creating a buffer that would offer me some protection.

      I backed away. That wasn’t right. I had to go toward the tower. I had to fight through them.

      “Coldan!”

      I could feel his connection to the elaron as he attempted to get to me, slicing through whatever surrounded him. I could feel the energy he held on to, and I attempted to get closer to him, trying to work with him, but I didn’t know if either of us could get past this. We had dealt with the ger’thin before, but we hadn’t been overwhelmed like this.

      Of course, back then we hadn’t the support we had now. I didn’t have the connection to the elaron I did now. I didn’t have the understanding of ne’rash I did now.

      If nothing else, this connection should allow me to fight more easily. It should allow me the ability to push back and resist the attack. It should offer me a way of overpowering the ger’thin.

      And I could do so. were I not so focused on the tower.

      Only a little bit more.

      I could feel it.

      There was energy within the tower that lingered, some part that resisted me.

      One of the ger’thin slammed into me. Power started to draw from me.

      I reacted, summoning a brief blade of elaron and ne’rash, twisting it together and slicing in the direction of the ger’thin. I heard a horrid shriek, but I released that power as quickly as I had called upon it, focusing once again on the tower.

      I didn’t have an opportunity to linger, and I didn’t dare wait any longer, either.

      I continued pushing power out from it, letting it blow up and out, surging it toward the tower, noticing the resistance there. I worked the ne’rash and the elaron up through the base of the tower and allowed it to grow upward, swirling along the walls, twisting and twining as it continued to push its way up.

      I was going to be able to finish this.

      I strained, trying to push as much as I could up against the tower, attempting to twist my power in spirals and force my way forward.

      Gradually, I the resistance eased.

      A dark shadow flickered in front of me, and again I reacted, mixing the elaron in the ne’rash, creating a blade of the two of them, and I sliced, carving through the ger’thin.

      Another shriek sounded, and I forced more power.

      I became unmindful of how much power I was drawing, knowing only that I had to get through this tower, but I had to overwhelm all of this. If I didn’t, the ger’thin would have an opportunity to regroup. They would shift tactics. They would continue to use the Hith, something that I had to stop.

      For us to have peace—real peace—I had to change my approach.

      I would unite the two powers.

      Then I would be the Volatar.

      I forced both powers up.

      As that resistance exploded, the shell around the tower failing, three shapes flickered in front of me. I hurriedly tried to shift my focus, reaching for the ne’rash and the elaron… and failed.
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      Hevith tried to prepare himself for the conversation. It was one he’d had several times over the last few weeks, but frequency didn’t make it any easier. In some ways, it made it harder, especially knowing what he needed to do—and who he needed to say his piece to. He pulled on his shirt, trying to get comfortable. It didn’t fit him well, though it hadn’t been made for him. The fabric was nicer than any he’d worn in months—probably years—and the cut was a bit tighter than what he preferred, though it was the style of Laranth.

      The massive hall stretched in front of him, leaving Hevith counting lanterns as he made his way to the room at the far end of the hall. There were other ways he could occupy his mind, but counting lanterns seemed to be the most productive in helping him steady his thinking.

      There were nearly two dozen of the strangely ornate lanterns lining the walls here. In between the lanterns, a few portraits were hung, though none that Hevith recognized. From what he’d learned, they were the portraits of people who mattered to the Jahor, though they were leaders who had done nothing to save the people. They had not fought on behalf of the Jahor the way that they should have. Hevith had long ago stopped paying them any attention.

      When he reached the great double doors leading into the hall, he paused. Each time he came, he thought there should be guards standing watch here, and each time he found none, he wondered if that was a mistake the Jahor within Laranth made. They were trusting, which was an admirable trait, but it was that very same trait that had put their people in danger.

      Using a hint of the elaron, Hevith focused on that power and let it stream out from him, trickling into the door and then through to the other side. He wanted to know who was here. There were other ways for him to discern this, but this method allowed him to find a different sort of answer.

      “You going to stand there all day?”

      Hevith looked over to see Valtek approaching. Like Hevith, he was dressed differently than he had been during their journey south. Unlike Hevith, Valtek looked as if he were comfortable in the clothes, almost as if they fit him as well as anything he’d ever worn in his life. He flashed a wide smile at Hevith before turning his attention to the door, the smile fading into a frown.

      “I didn’t realize they had summoned you,” Hevith said.

      “Anyone who had experience with Mel,” Valtek said.

      “Thom and Karsten?”

      “Those from Yarshin were summoned earlier.”

      “Strange.”

      “This is their city, Hevith. I suppose they feel they get to do whatever they think is appropriate here.”

      “I wouldn’t have said otherwise.”

      Valtek looked over at him, shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Please forgive me.”

      Hevith snorted. “What’s there to forgive?”

      Valtek took a deep breath. “I suppose I’m uncomfortable with why they summoned us here. What do you think they want?”

      “If they’re looking for people who have a connection to Mel, then maybe they’re trying to make sure that Morad really did deceive them.”

      It was a strange thought that he’d still be dealing with that, but then Morad had done something that Hevith hadn’t expected him to be capable of. He had snuck into a place of the Jahor, hidden out so that he could make it seem as if he belonged, keeping himself protected.

      “Are you ready?” Hevith asked Valtek.

      “I think so.”

      Hevith pushed the door open.

      He’d been here many times in the time that he’d been in Laranth. None of them had left him feeling as uncomfortable as he was now. There was simply something about coming here with the expectation that he would need to answer to those who believed they served the Jahor better than he did that left Hevith uncomfortable.

      A massive table occupied the center of the room. It was shaped like an open-ended triangle, with a row of people on either side. They were all Jahor, and all people who had ignored the needs of the other Jahor, those like himself, those in Yarshin, and all of those in the towns surrounding here. Those towns had been abandoned, because these people had been scared. Hevith tried to push those thoughts out of his mind, but he struggled. Here were people who could have been the salvation for others, and they had cowered behind the walls. Whether that had been instigated by the Vicenz or Morad made little difference at this point.

      He took a deep breath, steeling himself.

      Hevith immediately knew where he was expected to stand. They would have him stand at the open space. Not even giving him the option to sit.

      He looked at the faces of the seated Jahor. One of them caught his attention more than the others, though as he looked at his mother, Hevith didn’t see the same person that he had remembered during his captivity. That was surprising.

      Valtek glanced over to him, a question in his eyes. Hevith smiled at him.

      “Hevith Alaster. Thank you for coming to meet with the Laranth council.” This was one of the older Jahor who sat near the point of the triangle, a man named Jos Rolen. He wore a silk shirt that flowed, leaving too much of his chest exposed. His pale eyes were almost flat, giving him a lazy and almost deadened expression. He turned to Valtek next. “Valtek Tobrans. Your presence is appreciated.”

      “Is such formality necessary?” Hevith asked. He looked at each of the Jahor arranged around the table, forcing them to meet his eyes. Only a few did. His mother, though Hevith would have been disappointed had she looked away from him. “We are all Jahor here.” With that, he made a point of looking at his mother. That detail was one that she had thought to keep from him when he was young, as if doing so wouldn’t create the wrong kind of problem for Hevith. Having been captured, having no idea as to why he’d been captured, had made that secret altogether more unfortunate. “I would think that given what I have offered to the Jahor, we would be able to have a civilized conversation.”

      Valtek shot him a warning look. Hevith ignored it.

      He hadn’t come here to be silenced.

      There had been enough of that over the last few months. Enough of him saying nothing, of them trying to stay ahead of the Hith, not knowing what they would be able to do, and not knowing whether there would even be Jahor for them to save. Having found this place, and coming to understand that they hid here, not attempting to save other Jahor, had left Hevith… angry.

      That shouldn’t be the reaction he had when he encountered his people. He had wanted to be proud of them. He had wanted to know how to work with them. He had wanted to protect them—and to save them, were it necessary. Hevith hadn’t wanted to feel as if his people were responsible for the suffering of so many, but that was the way he felt, especially as he realized they had been willing to leave the Jahor to suffer.

      “Your presence in the city is tolerated, but we would caution you to listen to those who understand the history of the Jahor better than you.”

      This came from Terell, a younger man who sat to the left of Jos.

      “Do you really want to argue with me about who knows the history of the Jahor? Perhaps you do know it more thoroughly than I do,” Hevith said, sweeping his gaze along the line of the Jahor before stopping and looking at his mother. He held her gaze the longest. “That is through no fault of my own. I have been trying to gain an understanding of my people—our people—since I realized who and what I was. But what you cannot do is tell me that you know anything better than I do.”

      “Hevith,” Valtek cautioned.

      Hevith looked over to him, and he shook his head.

      Valtek had fallen into old patterns by coming here. There was something about the fact that this was a place of the Jahor that intimidated him. That was something that Hevith understood, if only a little. He wanted to help the Jahor, and Valtek had wanted the same, having worked in his own way to do so. What the Jahor on the council could not claim was that they had wanted to help their people. Hevith didn’t believe that they had.

      “You have been pushing me off ever since Morad was revealed. Had we not come, you would not have known the level of infestation that existed in Laranth. Perhaps you were content having one of the Vicenz feed on you as if he were a leech sucking the blood from his host, but I would not allow that.”

      “That is enough, Hevith.”

      The comment came from his mother, and Hevith turned to see her resting her hands on the table, irritation shining in her eyes. She didn’t have the same softness to her face that Hevith once had known. He didn’t know how much of that was because of what she’d lost and how much of that was because of her position. Either way, she looked at him the way she once had when he and his sister were arguing. Unlike then, Hevith knew that he was in the right this time.

      Which was why he would push. That was the only thing he thought that he could do.

      The Jahor deserved that from him. They deserved someone willing to fight on their behalf, to ensure the Jahor were able to end the Hith oppression, and so the Jahor would finally have freedom. That was what Hevith wanted to offer.

      “I don’t mean to offend.”

      His mother offered a hint of a smile at him. “I think that’s exactly what you mean to do.”

      “Fine. I meant to offend.” He looked at the Jahor looking at him. Each of them had the ability to use the elaron, though from what he’d been able to determine, none of them had the same talent as Mel. She had been unique. Powerful. That was why they had been so lost when their Movras had been taken. “That doesn’t change the fact that what I’m saying is right. The Jahor have been in hiding.”

      “We have been safe,” Erabeth Lor said. She sat across from Hevith’s mother, and her dark eyes were piercing as she looked over to Hevith. There was something there that seemed to scream that she didn’t care for her son or his people’s intrusion into their lands. “Laranth has been protected. Or had been prior to your arrival.”

      “How long do you think that would have lasted?” Hevith asked, taking some of the edge off of his words. Perhaps his mother was right and he did need to be more careful to not upset things as much as he had been. None of that served any purpose other than to make him feel a little better, and even that hadn’t necessarily worked. “With the Vicenz aware of the Jahor here, how long do you think it would have lingered? I can tell you what I know of the Vicenz. Given the way that he had started to pull power from you—from all of you—it wouldn’t have been long before others came.” Perhaps that had been Morad’s aim all along. They were finally able to use the Jahor power. They had failed in the prison, but Morad had found another way. A way that was even more effective than what he had managed to do while biding his time to find the inestar. “What do you intend to do about it?”

      “We have called a meeting to discuss as we try to better understand those who have influenced the Jahor. As both of you have some interaction with Melahn, we would expect that you would be able to share with us what you know of how she had worked with the Jahor.”

      Hevith just watched them, struggling to decide what he needed to say, if anything. It seemed to him that they already had decided what they were going to do, which troubled him. More than that, he was troubled by how they had brought the people here together, and what that might mean.

      Glancing briefly over to Valtek, he found him standing quietly, as if he were afraid to do or say anything that might disrupt the Jahor council. That surprised Hevith, though as he thought about it, perhaps it shouldn’t. Valtek had shown what he felt about the Jahor. Though he had left Mel and established a place of his own, he had still served in his own way.

      “What is it that you want to know about Mel?” Hevith asked softly. He was careful to take the edge off his words, no longer wanting to irritate them. There wasn’t any point in pushing. Not anymore.

      “Tell us what you know of how the Jahor were treated in Yarshin,” Jos said.

      “In Yarshin?”

      “The Jahor were afraid,” Valtek said, stepping forward slightly. He made a point of ignoring Hevith, which meant that he was likely going to do something that Hevith would disapprove of. “Before I left the city, there had been rumors of the movement of the Hith. The war had been moving steadily north. We knew it was coming. Yarshin remained safe, but not completely so. Most within the city wanted to gather and fight, to resist any attempt of the Hith to exert their presence within the city, but not all felt that way.”

      “What are you doing?” Hevith whispered.

      “Telling the truth.”

      “She’s not here to defend herself.”

      Valtek glanced at him before looking back at the council.

      “The Movras wanted the Jahor to hide. Unfortunately, that meant that many were lost.”

      “Had they organized, there might have been a means of defense,” Erabeth said.

      “The inestar might have made it to Yarshin,” his mother said.

      “They might have been able to be a line of—”

      “Have any of you fought the Hith?” Hevith asked, interrupting Jos. “As in actually fighting the Hith, not talking about it and discussing what someone else was willing to do—someone who was willing to do what you were not.” He glared at Valtek. How dare he let his old grievances with Mel slip in like this? “I didn’t know Mel that well, but I do know that she was doing what she thought she could for the Jahor. Ask others who were with her in Yarshin. Thom. Karsten. There are several others. They could tell you.”

      “We have asked them,” Jos said.

      Hevith looked at him. Which meant that they had said something similar to what Valtek was saying.

      He just shook his head.

      “I saw Yarshin before the Hith had a stronghold there. Even then, the city wasn’t safe. Was believing Yarshin safe what you believed?” He looked to Valtek. “When they attempted to sell me. I learned all too well just how dangerous the city could be. The Hith weren’t even necessary.” He frowned. “What have you seen in some of the southern nations? Do you think the Hith act alone? In Vor, can the Hith be responsible for all of it?”

      There was silence, and Hevith had his answer.

      The Hith were powerful, but the people they conquered had made a choice.

      They had allowed the Hith to move in, allowed themselves to be engulfed by the Hith—by the Vicenz.

      “I have spent enough time here trying to placate you,” Hevith decided. “I thought that I could work with you and we could find a way together to help the Jahor, but it seems to me that you’re mostly interested in maintaining what little you have, and not at all concerned about helping those who have nothing.” That might be the part that troubled Hevith the most. Despite the fact that they were Jahor, they were Jahor who had done nothing to help the other Jahor. It had been Hevith. It had been his call. The inestar. That had been what had brought more of the Jahor together.

      He might have lost the inestar, but he thought that he could find a way to summon that power again, to use something like what he’d once had to bring the people together.

      That was what he was supposed to do. That was what Mel had wanted of him.

      The thought brought a smile to his face.

      She’d asked him to serve as Movras, but that wasn’t a role Hevith had been able to take on. Perhaps he simply couldn’t. it wasn’t the way that he was called to serve the Jahor, and he believed that he was called to serve.

      He had become something different.

      Volatar.

      “I think I’m done in Laranth,” he said softly.

      “Hevith?” Valtek said.

      Hevith looked over, shaking his head. “There’s nothing more for me here. You can continue to keep your people safe. I’m sure some of the Jahor who have traveled with me would like the protection of your city.” Such as it was. Hevith wasn’t even sure Laranth would be able to offer much in the way of protection for long. “I will do something else.”

      He started to turn, when Jos called after him. “What will you do?”

      Hevith stared at the door leading into the room. It, like so much within Laranth, revealed the stability—the wealth—of this place. That was what the Jahor had wanted, hadn’t they? They had wanted a chance to live. A place they could call their own. Something where they wouldn’t have to fear the Hith coming for them, attacking and driving them away, forcing them to a prison like Hevith had experienced.

      What price did they pay for this stability?

      How many Jahor were still out there, needing something and someone more, waiting, like Hevith had for his parents, for someone to come for them?

      Enough that Hevith knew he had to do something about it.

      If he didn’t, then he didn’t know who would.
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      There was a time when Hevith would have thought that coming south and experiencing the thrill of seeing some of the great cities would have been a reward. That had been a time when he’d believed that his family had been traveling north for too long, and that he missed out on the opportunity to know what it was like to live in a settled time, a time when his people could enjoy peace and calm.

      Now he no longer believed that.

      Standing atop the tower in the heart of Laranth, Hevith stared into the distance. He couldn’t see anything other than the massive city that spread out before him, but that wasn’t the point of him coming here. He didn’t necessarily expect to see anything.

      What he needed was to feel.

      That was the key.

      Hevith could feel the elaron out before him, the power of the energy that stretched in the distance. It wasn’t a consistent energy, but it was power that he recognized. Primarily in Vor, though Hevith didn’t know if there was a source of it further to the south as well. He couldn’t tell. That would have to come later as he began to understand the nature of the elaron better.

      “What have you detected?”

      Hevith barely had to look up to know the question came from Coldan. He had been standing behind him for the better part of the last hour, waiting. Listening. Worried about Hevith. It was unnecessary.

      “The same as before.”

      “The elaron.”

      Hevith looked over his shoulder to him and nodded. “It’s out there.”

      “The others want to know what you intend to do.”

      “It’s been long enough, hasn’t it?”

      Coldan just shrugged. “That’s not up to me to decide.”

      “You must decide on something, though.”

      “I’m staying with you. That’s what I decided.”

      Hevith smiled. He hadn’t expected Coldan to do anything else. It was times like this where he thought about how far they had come from when the two of them had first met. At the time, Hevith had believed Coldan nothing but a dangerous and selfish brute. Now Hevith felt as if he were the one who acted selfishly at times.

      “I didn’t expect you to do anything else.”

      “The rest of the Order is ready, as well.”

      Hevith nodded. They would have to be prepared. When they departed from here, they would be doing so as something different than they had been before. Hevith had guided the wagons for a while now, at first looking for a way to escape, and then looking for a way to get the people to safety. Now…

      Now he would be leading them south. Not all of them. Only those who would be able—and willing—to fight.

      Jahor. The Order.

      All who were willing to destroy the Hith and push them back to where they’d come.

      Hevith didn’t know if that would even be possible. The Jahor might have magic and the Order might have the ability to grow stronger with their connection to the elaron, but the Hith had knowledge. That was something that Hevith lacked. Not that he didn’t try to learn more about what he could do, but finding those answers proved difficult.

      “I’m sure they’re ready,” Hevith said softly.

      “You could look again,” Coldan suggested.

      Hevith closed his eyes briefly. He had used the elaron to separate into the strange place of power a few times, and each time that he did, it became easier. Not easy. He wondered if it would ever get to that point. But definitely easier than it had been before. Now he could separate and float, controlling the way that he used that power, and find places and information he wouldn’t have been able to uncover otherwise. It was a powerful technique, and one that he felt he was still a novice at.

      “I’ve tried.”

      “You’re scared.”

      “Something is holding the Movras,” Hevith said, looking over to Coldan. “Someone with enough strength to be able to restrict a Jahor with knowledge and control. Seeing as how I have neither, I’m concerned that I won’t be able to withstand it if that power is used against me. At the same time, I need to find the Movras so I can gain the knowledge and control that I’ve been looking for.”

      “I know.”

      “We don’t know what we might face.”

      “We don’t,” he agreed.

      “And I don’t want to bring our people into danger that I don’t need to.”

      “You’ve told me all of this before, Hevith.”

      He smiled. There wasn’t anything else for him to do. Coldan was right. He had told him many times, but each time that it came up, Hevith thought that he might be able to work through some new aspect of what he needed to do, even though the end result wasn’t going to change. Ultimately, what he needed was to take the Order south.

      To wage war.

      He stared down at Laranth. The city was enormous, and one that he wouldn’t have found were it not for his connection to the elaron. Because of it, he had managed to slip across the distance and bring the Jahor together. It was the first time that he had started to truly unite the Jahor, to do something that he had promised to himself—and to Mel—from the time he had begun to understand the Jahor.

      The wagons stretched away from the city, an enormous line of them. Many of the Jahor who had come with Hevith remained with the wagons, either because they felt comfortable within them—something that Hevith understood after having lived much of his life in the wagons—or because they still didn’t know whether they could trust the people of Laranth to protect them. There were some who stayed outside of the city because of how Hevith had been captured by the Jahor in the city, a fear that the same might befall them were they to come in, though Hevith had tried to reassure them that it had been tied to Morad. Not all understood just how powerful—and dangerous—Morad had been.

      A tall wall surrounded the rest of Laranth, though from this vantage, Hevith had an easy enough time seeing over the wall, looking out and beyond it to the vast emptiness that stretched away from here. There was a hazy sort of energy that hung over everything here, a power that lingered despite Morad now having died. His connection had allowed Hevith and Laranth to remain protected, whether that had been his intention or not.

      Down in the city, the people wandered. Most were native to Laranth, though there were some who had come with Hevith and had integrated into the city. They had wanted to be a part of something different, to get away from life in the wagons. Hevith understood that feeling as well. Though he had grown up knowing the life in the wagons, it hadn’t always been an easy life, and there had been plenty of people who had joined their caravan only to depart it later on, deciding that though the wagons might offer a bit of safety, having some stability and a sense of home mattered more.

      “I can’t stay much longer,” he finally said, tearing his attention away from the city and looking over at Coldan. His massive friend, the power of the elaron flowing through him and connecting him to the elaron, even if he weren’t able to use it, making him almost glow for Hevith. “I feel like all we’re doing is having the same discussion. The same arguments.”

      “Who have you been arguing with?”

      “Other than you?”

      Coldan tipped his head to the side, frowning at him. “Have we been arguing? I was under the impression that we were having a discussion.”

      Hevith shrugged. “It would be easier to argue with you, I think. Your quiet and almost disappointed stares are harder.”

      “There is nothing disappointed in my stares,” Coldan said, striding across the tower and joining him as he looked out upon the city. “You haven’t asked for my opinion, so I haven’t offered it, but if I were, I would tell you that you have done what you promised. There have been so many who wanted nothing more than to find a safety, a peace, and you have provided that to them. This place is much better than what they have known before. The Jahor have gathered. I think that we should take solace in that, knowing that by keeping our people together, we have offered them something that they wouldn’t have otherwise.”

      “When did you get so wise?”

      “Who said I was wise? These days, I feel wide.”

      Hevith chuckled. “I’m sure you do. You look it, too.”

      “You’d better be careful. With my size, you aren’t much of a challenge.”

      “Really?”

      Hevith stepped back and summoned the elaron into a sword. He had learned that he could control it in that way, creating a band of power that allowed him to wield it as a weapon. He could imagine what Mel might have scolded him were she to learn that was how he would eventually use his connection to the elaron, though Hevith suspected that she would have thought he needed to use the power the way it needed to be used. There was no purpose in holding back, not when the power seemed to beg for release and could help the people with him.

      “There it is,” Coldan said, crossing his arms over his chest as he stared at Hevith. “That’s the man I’ve been waiting on.”

      “You were goading me?”

      “Goading? Gods, no. I just wanted to make sure you still knew how to use the elaron that way. If we’re going to face the Hith, then we’re going to need you at your full capacity in order to do it. All of us are going to need to be at our full capacity.”

      He looked out and toward the ground from the top of the tower, staring into the distance. “We’ve been training, but there’s only so much that we can do when it comes to all of this here. Some of the men—and women, I should add—need to have a real encounter so that they know all of this training matters.”

      “It does matter,” Hevith said softly.

      “You and I both know that, but they need to know that. There are those who have taken on the connection to the elaron and are waiting for you to make a decision about what we’re going to do. They came here intending to fight. That’s what they wanted. Now that we’re here, and there are Jahor, there is no fight. That’s not to say that the fighting is done.”

      “There will be plenty of opportunity for those who want to fight to be able to do so.”

      “I’m ready,” Coldan practically growled. “So are so many others. There’s only so much that you can do to keep us from it,” he added.

      “I’m not trying to keep anyone from anything.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      “Now.”

      “Soon. If not now, then it’s time for us to make a move. You’ve been here long enough. There’s nothing more that you’re going to learn, and those who intend to stay here will stay here regardless. They won’t gain anything from remaining.”

      “How many of the others are ready to fight?” he asked.

      “All of them, Hevith.”

      “How many of them are ready to die?”

      That was what it came down to, even if Coldan didn’t want to acknowledge it.

      Leaving the safety of Laranth meant that they would be bringing the fight to the south. As far as Hevith knew, there hadn’t been that many who had done so. The war had progressed, with the Hith pushing their empire—or the Vicenz, as he didn’t know who was really in charge—further and further to the north, claiming once free lands and expanding the Hith empire. Some of the places had fought back, resisting as much as they were able, but there were limits to how much they would be able to do so. Those limits were eventually overwhelmed and the Hith took over regardless.

      That was the destruction that Hevith had witnessed, seeing it firsthand.

      It was the destruction that he wanted to try to avoid.

      Now they would be heading straight for it.

      “You ask that as if we haven’t lost any already,” Coldan said.

      “That was different.”

      “Was it? Why the hesitation? When you had the inestar, it seemed as if you were motivated to fight, to do everything you could to bring the battle to the Hith. Now that you’ve lost the inestar, it’s almost as if you’ve lost your nerve.”

      “It’s not the inestar,” Hevith said. “It’s this place. Safety. The people here can hide.”

      “That’s not what you wanted for the Jahor.”

      “I know, but I don’t want them to die.”

      “You would rather they live in fear of what might be? You would rather our people hide away from the possibility of an attack, rather than pushing forward for the possibility for freedom?”

      Hevith just stared.

      There wasn’t anything he could say to counter that. He’d had this discussion with Coldan before, only in the past, it had been Hevith trying to convince Coldan.

      Now it would be his friend urging him that he needed to take action.

      Which he did.

      “What do you propose?” Hevith asked.

      Coldan eyed him for a moment. “Do you want my real opinion?”

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

      “Then I would suggest we gather all that we have and begin to see what Laranth needs for protection, knowing that the Hith might find their way here, especially if Morad had been here and might have sent word. Then we see how many from the city might want to have a connection to the elaron.”

      “You would have me make more.”

      “I would make us capable of stopping the Hith.”

      “There’s something that you’re missing.”

      “What is that?”

      “There’s the possibility that there would be others like me.”

      “I doubt there are others like you.”

      “Fine. Maybe not quite like me, but somewhat like me. If we can train them, then they might be able to use that connection to the elaron in order to push back against the Hith.”

      Having more people trained to fight, whatever that might look like, would benefit them all. And Coldan would have to know that.

      “You’ve already got things arranged.”

      Coldan shrugged. “While you’ve been arguing with the leaders of the city, I’ve been seeing what I could get prepared. I figured we would need to make a decision soon. And I also figured that you would want to be ready, regardless of how that looked.”

      Hevith just shook his head. “Show me.”

      They headed down the stair along the back of the tower, not reentering the main part of the tower. Hevith appreciated that Coldan didn’t want to bring him back in there. He’d had enough of the people in the tower that he didn’t want to go back and face them, especially since he planned on doing something that they would try to talk him out of.

      When they reached the ground, Coldan guided him toward the wall surrounding the city. Every so often, they would encounter one of the Jahor who would come running up to him, wanting to take his hand, or to talk, or to simply gawk at him. Hevith paused for each one, not certain what it was that they actually needed, only that he felt as if he had to provide them with something.

      They neared the gate and Coldan looked over. “Has it been like that for you for a while?”

      “You haven’t noticed?”

      Coldan shook his head. “There hasn’t been the time. I’ve been focused on staying outside of the city for the most part. That’s where the preparations are going to come from. I don’t get to see you idolized like this.”

      “I don’t want to be idolized.”

      “Well, you are the Volatar.”

      Hevith grunted. “You know, I took that up as a joke. It was something that Morad had called me to insult me.”

      “I think it suits you. They need something. Someone. Even if it’s you. I understand if you don’t want to be that person, but what if you need to be that person?”

      “What person is that?”

      “The one who can give them hope while you’re saving them.”

      Hevith followed him past the line of wagons. Even there, some of the people looked up as Hevith passed. He knew most of them, though not all. The caravan had grown too large for Hevith to know everyone who traveled with them, despite wanting to keep track of them all.

      They neared a space behind the wall, shielded by the wagons, where others like Coldan, men of the Order, were training. There were nearly a hundred.

      “There are so many,” Hevith whispered.

      “They all volunteered,” Coldan said.

      “What if this was a mistake?”

      “Then it’s a mistake made for the right reasons. You can’t begrudge the people who have come to us looking for something they didn’t get elsewhere. They want to have a chance to fight back. They want to resist the Hith, the same as so many of the Jahor want to do.”

      “How many Jahor want that?” Hevith asked.

      It was a sign of how long he’d been trapped inside the city, in the tower itself, arguing on behalf of his plan, that he didn’t know what the people of his caravan wanted anymore. That troubled him. He should know them, know what they wanted.

      “Everyone who’s remained out here, Hevith.”
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      One of the three insubstantial figures that had appeared before the tower flickered, shimmering into view. It took the form of a young woman. She was lovely. Golden hair, blue eyes, and gentle curves that reminded me of someone I had known years ago. She was dressed in green robes, a flowing gown that stretched to the ground. Still, there was a hint of darkness about her.

      “You aren’t going to succeed here,” I said.

      “We have already succeeded. The Volatar is defeat—”

      Coldan was there, jamming his elaron blade into her back, and spinning it quickly. She opened her mouth, and smoke started to spin out from her. I reacted, diving for the connection to the ne’rash, thinking about how it had bonded to these creatures before.

      I could use that.

      I wrapped it around her, trapping her inside.

      “You can take care of the other two,” I said to Coldan.

      He spun, his blade blazing, and he carved through the two ger’thin that remained. They disappeared. I had no idea if they died or if they simply vanished.

      Instead, I approached the woman. My strength gradually returned. I fed off of the Hith, off of the Jahor, borrowing strength from both of them. It was a strange thing for me to be aware of, stranger still that I was able to feel that power coming up through me, a drawing energy that began to build.

      “What were you saying?” I asked her.

      She barely maintained her form.

      The elaron that Coldan had jammed into her had caused her to start to dissipate. I maintained the ne’rash around her, and as she attempted to fight through it, I used a hint of the elaron, solidifying it.

      Watching her, I could see the burst of confusion on her face. “You didn’t know I could control both, did you?”

      “You are going to fail,” she said.

      I nodded to the tower. The external structure that had been there was gone. In its place was a temple, a massive structure made of gleaming stone I suspected had been here from long before the ger’thin had begun to infect this place. “You used this as your base of operation,” I said.

      “We used nothing.”

      I pulled on her, forcing her toward the temple.

      Coldan joined me. He limped, and I looked over to see the elaron within him glowing brightly, restoring an injury I couldn’t even see. His limp gradually faded the longer he went, and I wondered how much he would be able to tolerate were we to be attacked again.

      He shook his head slightly. He wasn’t going to offer me anything more.

      “The Trilan thought to base his plan here,” I said.

      The ger’thin laughed. It was a wild and somewhat angry sound. “You know so little.”

      I paused, stopping in front of the door leading into the temple. Now that the fyrwood shell around the temple was gone, the energy the ger’thin had placed around it, an opening was there. It had a wide sloping arch, the door of solid dark oak, and a feeling of warmth radiating from it.

      “Let me tell you what I know,” I said. I pulled her close, squeezing the ne’rash around her, constricting it so that she couldn’t fight through it. She attempted to, and though she pushed on power, trying to send it outward, there was nothing else that she was able to do. “I know what you are.”

      “What is that?” she sneered at me.

      “Ger’thin.”

      I dragged her to the entrance to the temple, and pushed open the door.

      It was dark, and Coldan headed ahead of me, lighting lanterns. A dust layer covered everything. There were symbols along the walls, various angular shapes, and nothing else inside the base of the temple. It was empty. It looked as if there once had been an altar here, but it was long since removed. I imagined the ger’thin had dragged away any evidence of whatever god the people in Coynahl had worshiped, wanting to ensure that only the ger’thin were celebrated.

      Once inside, I turned toward her again. I realized I was holding on to a blade of elaron and ne’rash, the two powers mixed together. Perhaps that was for the best. I needed to threaten her enough that she would not resist.

      “We are going to have a conversation,” I said.

      “You will not find what you want.”

      “Then it’s going to be painful for you. I have no problem eliminating you.” I glared at her. “Especially seeing as how you, alone among your cousins, have perpetuated violence. What do you think will happen when the tu’alan or the dwul’ran or the is’anish realize just how far you have gone?”

      She laughed. “They will do nothing. We have not attacked them.”

      No?” I waved my hand, using the hint of the elaron, mimicking the way that it was once used for me. I created an image of the tu’alan city, and then followed with the ger’thin attack. “What do you think tu’alan will do now?”

      “They will do nothing,” she sneered. “They fear the nothing.”

      “The nothing?” I glanced over Coldan, who watched from one side of the room. He stood beneath one of the lanterns, and the light gleaming from it left faint shadows streaming around him. “Death. That’s what you mean.”

      “The nothing. The tu’alan have lived untouched for years. They have never had to know what my kind has known.”

      “Your kind had to learn that lesson because of their willingness to attack,” Coldan said.

      It surprised me that he would speak up, though perhaps it shouldn’t.

      “You have no idea what lessons we know. Your life is but a blink of an eye. A mere heartbeat. Nothing compared to ours.”

      I pulled her close to me, and I continued to squeeze. “Our lives might be shorter, but that doesn’t make them any less meaningful.”

      “You cannot watch the forest grow into existence. You cannot watch a mountain rise from a volcano. You cannot watch the sea gradually eat away at the shore.”

      “How does any of that explain your willingness to attack?”

      “Because you are nothing,” she said. “Because you can be nothing. You come in here, sweeping across these lands, claiming them for your own. You build this,” she said, her face wrinkling in disgust. “And you think it impressive. You claim you care for others, but you have no hesitation destroying each other.”

      “The war is on you,” I said.

      “The war is on the Volatar,” she sneered.

      “Yes,” I said. “The war was on me. I will take ownership in that.”

      I had to. It was the reason that the is’anish weren’t willing to work with me. It was probably the reason the dwul’ran and the tu’alan weren’t willing to work with me. Had I proven myself, had I searched for peace rather than violence, perhaps it would’ve been different.

      Instead, I had defeated the Hith once. But I hadn’t defeated the ones responsible for the war. That was what I intended now.

      I remembered telling Coldan about my intentions, sharing with my friend what I planned, and sharing with him how we had to be responsible for ending the war. We had not started it, but we were caught up in it. We were determined to end it.

      “The war is also on you,” I said, frowning at her. “You are the reason we have fought. Your kind.” I squeezed on the ne’rash again, constricting it as tightly as I could around her. A hint of anger bubbled up within me. There was a time when using the ne’rash in such a way would cause me to lose control, to embrace that anger, but that was before I understood how it worked from some place deep inside of me. I had to embrace it, to let that power out in a way that could be controlled, not wild. That was the key to the ne’rash. That was the key to me holding on to that power, to using it in a way that wouldn’t overwhelm me.

      And I could. The energy filled me.

      “Where is the Trilan?”

      “You will never find him,” she said. “You can do whatever you think you can do to me, but your life is brief. Ours is long. Even if you succeed in ending your war, the other is longer. Much like our lives are longer.”

      “They are longer,” I agreed. “But you can also die.”

      I shoved the combined elaron and ne’rash blade through the barrier around her, and held it there. The combined powers surged through her, and I held her gaze as I exploded that power outward. She screamed, and the two great powers tore through her, ripping her apart.

      When it was done, I released the barrier.

      Finally, I turned to Coldan. I let out a long breath, studying my friend. “Should I have done something different?” I asked softly.

      “I don’t know what that would’ve been,” he said.

      “Not killing her,” I said.

      “Do you think it would’ve changed anything?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “When you get the opportunity with the Trilan, what do you intend?”

      I shook my head. “I have been thinking about that moment for a long time. There was a time when I didn’t know whether or not I would be able to handle the Trilan, even if I ever were to encounter him. Now I can think only of destroying him for everything he did, and everything that he was responsible for.”

      Coldan nodded, though his gaze turned to the space where the ger’thin had been. “She’s right, you know.”

      “Right about what?”

      “About their lives.”

      “I’m aware of that,” I said.

      “If we fail, this will only happen at some point in the future. They could retreat, and disappear altogether, and there would be nothing we would be able to do.”

      “Maybe. Even if we never find the Trilan”—which was a possibility that left me terrified, mostly because I felt as if we had to find him to end this and ensure that others didn’t suffer the way that we did—“we can leave the world knowing the truth.”

      “What truth is that?” Coldan asked. “Is it the truth of the war we’ve been a part of? Is it the truth of the tu’alan, the dwul’ran, the is’anish, and even the ger’thin? Or is it a truth of something more?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. If I had that answer, it might be easier.”

      “I just want you to think about it,” Coldan said. “When we first started at this, we believed we knew the truth. We believed what we had experienced, the war we had been fighting, was the truth. What happens if there is some other truth out there?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I suppose we have to be ready for that possibility.”

      The door to the temple opened.

      I froze, looking over, bracing myself for the possibility that one of the ger’thin would be there, and quickly wrapped myself in the power of the elaron and that of the ne’rash, feeding myself. Strength built within me.

      Three Hith approached.

      They were dressed in the black jacket and pants of the Hith, each of them carrying curved swords at their side. They had dark skin, a complexion much like my own. They looked around the inside of the temple before their gaze fell upon me.

      I waited. I could tell from Coldan that he waited, something within him tensed as if he were prepared for the possibility that these might decide to attack, but they didn’t show any sign of that. Instead, they remained fixed in place, staring at us from inside the doorway.

      “How did you get in here?” the first of the Hith asked.

      A woman.

      She had long, dark hair, but was no less deadly than the others, I was certain.

      “I broke through the barrier that was around it,” I said.

      The Hith blinked. I could feel her use of the ne’rash. It flowed out from her, a subtle control. Was it going to be destructive?

      Perhaps that was what I needed to determine. As I focused on the Hith, I stretched up, reaching for her, connecting to the Hith. In doing so, I could feel the way the ne’rash surged through her.

      I could separate her from own connection to the ne’rash, and I could borrow from her as well. My time with the is’anish had enabled me to better understand how to use that power, and had taught me that there was a purpose in doing so.

      “Barrier?”

      “Did you not see it?” I asked.

      “We have not been able to enter the Temple of Jilar in quite some time.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      I could imagine, though.

      A long time to them was probably not even all that long a time to the ger’thin. They probably viewed what they had been doing, the way that they had separated the Hith from their temple, as nothing.

      But I could see what would’ve happened.

      “Over a century,” she said.

      I nodded. “It’s free, now.”

      “Who are you?”

      This was the part that I had to be ready for. This was the reason that we had come to Coynahl in the first place. We had anticipated needing to come here, needing to find a way to work with the Hith, and somehow we still did.

      I didn’t know if there was anything that I could say to the Hith that would keep them from being angry at what I had done and who I was, but I had to try. I knew that I had to try.

      “My name is Hevith Alaster.”

      I waited, watching, to see if they would say anything, if there would be any sort of reaction from them, but there was none. Nothing other than a blank stare directed at me.

      “We came to Coynahl looking to help.”

      “Help?” she asked.

      “The war needs to end,” I said.

      “We are the ones propagating the war,” the Hith said. Her face clouded, anger surging.

      I recognized that anger. It was the same sort of anger I’d had when I had been controlled by the ne’rash. What if I could help?

      I glanced briefly over to Coldan, before turning my attention to the female Hith.

      Focusing on the ne’rash, I let that power come up, bubbling up slowly, trickling out toward her, and then beyond. I reached for the others, using my control over the ne’rash in order to reach both of them. I had cut them off from their connection, but perhaps that was a mistake. I didn’t need to fear them using the ne’rash against me. I had a better understanding of it now than they did. What I needed was to help them gain greater control over it. Until I had gained that control, I had been subject to the whims of power, the anger and agitation that came with the ne’rash.

      I had known the Hith were tied into it, but I had thought they had a better control over it than this. Pushing on the ne’rash, I could feel something shifting within the first of the Hith, then I glided the power over, adding the same shifting to him and then the next.

      Gradually, I could feel the anger easing.

      It happened slowly, but quickly enough I recognized that they had control over it.

      I eased back my hold on the ne’rash.

      I was ready were it necessary. I could send my connection to them, probing up into them the way that I had before were it to become necessary, but I didn’t think that it was.

      “What did you do?” the Hith asked.

      “I helped you, didn’t I?”

      Her eyes widened. “How did you know how to do that?”

      “Because I learned from those who have control over the ne’rash. I could help you.” I glanced over to Coldan before turning my attention back to the Hith. “What is your name?”

      I sensed hesitation from the Hith. I understood it. I had shared in that hesitation over the years, shared in that fear of what would happen if we ever came into contact with each other. In the past, anytime that I had encountered the Hith, my first reaction had been to destroy.

      It was still difficult for me to suppress that desire to attack, though I understood that doing so would not lead me to where I wanted to go. Attacking would only lead us to more violence. Attacking would only continue and perpetuate the war.

      We needed it to be over.

      I had to find the Trilan.

      The ger’thin was right.

      If I failed at finding the Trilan, if I was somehow unable to draw him out, then the war would linger. He would continue beyond my lifetime. Others would suffer.

      I had to be the one to end it. The Volatar.

      “I am Nevii Isacazron,” she said.

      I bowed my head. “It my pleasure to meet you, Nevii. As I said, I am Hevith and this is Coldan. We are here to help.”

      Nevii looked at me, frowning.

      I could feel her reaching for the ne’rash, testing it. At the same time, I could feel something had changed for her, and that some aspect of the anger that always simmered within those who use the ne’rash was gone.

      It was a simple thing.

      At the time, when I had been with the is’anish, I had not really understood, but now… now I fully understood.

      The power that came from the ne’rash was not tied to anger. It was tied to some place deep within the person who was accessing it. It was those depths that created the agitation which ultimately resulted in anger. It was those depths that had to be controlled. Having a way of focusing on it, holding that power, allowed the anger to be dissipated.

      It wasn’t perfect. I had seen that in my attempt to hold the ger’thin. There were times when that anger would still bubble up and would become almost too much to handle, but it was better than what I’d had before.

      “Why would you help?” she asked.

      “Because the war has gone on too long. Our people do not want to fight.”

      “Our people?” Nevii asked. She tipped her head, glancing from me to Coldan.

      I had made a mistake.

      Ne’rash suddenly formed within her.

      She lashed out, using her control over the ne’rash, control I had helped her master, as she targeted me. I absorbed the attack.

      It was an easy enough thing to do. It reminded me of when I had the fyrwood staff. With the staff, I had been able to absorb the power and reflect it, but in this case, I simply absorbed it. With my control over the ne’rash, it was not difficult for me to take that power in and hold it. I didn’t have to fear it floating away from me. I didn’t have to fear it disappearing, forcing something more from me.

      I didn’t have to worry about the elaron or the ne’rash becoming too much for me.

      I focused on Nevii. “I don’t want us to fight,” I said.

      Nevii forced more of the ne’rash at me.

      As before, I absorbed it, holding on to it and preventing her from doing anything more that might harm me. I connected to her, trying to send a soothing sort of interaction, wanting to reassure her that I wasn’t the one she needed to be concerned about, but I could feel something within her, the agitation that lived there, and realized that regardless of whatever else I might do, she would continue to fight.

      “I freed your temple,” I said. “I can show you how to control the ne’rash in a way that will allow you to overcome the anger impulse that comes with it. All I ask is that you have a conversation with us.”

      “And who are you to be able to speak on behalf of them?” Nevii asked.

      There was more anger in her tone than there had been before.

      I took a deep breath, readying my powers.

      “I am the Volatar.”
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      I had expected there to be a reaction of some sort, but I had not expected them to race toward me. All three unsheathed their swords and lunged at me.

      Coldan reacted, starting toward me, but I raised a hand, pushing back.

      Holding on to the elaron, I created a barrier around me, and added a hint of the ne’rash within it, strengthening it.

      The elaron created a pale glowing light all around us, illuminating the inside of the temple. I strengthened the glowing light, adding even more power through me, using that to illuminate everything even more than it had been before.

      I turned and faced the temple, ignoring the three Hith. I focused on those outside of the temple, knowing that while three of them might have approached, there would be more outside. How many Hith would we have to deal with?

      Perhaps all of them.

      Somehow, I was going to have to not only change their minds, but I was going to have to change their hearts.

      It didn’t have to happen all at once.

      That was the key, though I wasn’t entirely sure that I believed it. Not only did I have to find a way to convince them, but I had to prevent them from making the next attack, or the next.

      “I wonder what this temple would’ve looked like back when it was in its glory,” I said. I directed the comment to Coldan, holding the three Hith behind me. “If it has been a century since it was opened, the temple would have been quite a bit different at that time.”

      “Hevith?” Coldan asked.

      “Can you imagine what this temple would have been like?” I stopped in the middle of the room. A layer of dust was there, covering everything.

      I closed my eyes, and within the ne’rash, I could almost feel what had once been here. It was a strange thing to be able to sense. The energy was there, and it was prominent. It filled me with that awareness, a sense of history that layered over everything with that dust. I swept out with the ne’rash.

      In doing so, I could feel the way the temple once had been. It was a way of celebrating the great power. The Hith may have called it something else at the time, but that was what they had created. A church of something similar. We had encountered places like that within the Jahor lands as well, places where the power that we had was once celebrated. Places that had been destroyed over time, brought down by the Hith and the war, and turned into empty graves of what had once been our power.

      I glanced over to Coldan. “Can you feel it?”

      “I can’t feel anything,” Coldan said. “If there’s something here, it must be the ne’rash.”

      I nodded slowly. “Perhaps that’s what it is. I can feel it,” I said, nodding slowly to myself. Gradually, I focused on the ne’rash, holding on to that power, letting it grow.

      It came from me, but it also came from the Hith behind me, along with the Hith outside of the temple. It grew up from the ground, connecting to the memories here, as if there was some part of the temple that wanted us to be aware of what had once been here. It was almost as if the temple itself were sending that memory to us.

      I pressed upward, using that power. The ne’rash continued to flow, rising around me, sweeping upward. When it struck the base of the temple, I recognized there was some other aspect to it.

      It was almost as if the ne’rash were guiding me.

      Something shifted, and there came a trembling from deep beneath the ground.

      “What are you doing?” Coldan whispered.

      “I am using the ne’rash,” I said.

      “You would destroy the temple?” Nevii asked from behind me.

      I could feel her straining against my hold, as if she were going to overpower the elaron, though with me connected as I was to the Jahor, she wouldn’t be able to do that. I could resist her, pressing back and pushing her off. I didn’t even struggle doing so, though I didn’t try to make it any worse for her than it needed to be.

      “Tell me what you feel,” I said to Nevii.

      She fell silent, and I continued to call upon the ne’rash, letting it flow upward. As I did, that trembling persisted, the rumbling all around me rising up from some place deep beneath the ground.

      And then it reached the surface.

      When it did, I opened my eyes. I could feel the ne’rash deep beneath me, but I could also see what was changing. Darkness surged, coming up with swirls of power, creating something that was physical and real.

      At first, the power simply emerged from the ground, rising up from within the stone, and then it began to spread around the front of the temple. I didn’t know what it was doing. As I stared, I struggled, trying to get an understanding of it, but could not.

      The power seemed to guide itself.

      Which was what it was doing.

      It was coming from me, coming from my guidance as I had attempted to try to understand what had once been here, but it took on its own life.

      The ne’rash was truly one of the great powers. It circled around the back of the temple, creating a ring around one section, vines twisting and forming.

      “It’s an altar,” Coldan whispered.

      “It is,” I said.

      Power continued to rise up, and as it did, strange benches took place, rising from the ground, forming undulating rows that angled toward the altar. The power continued to creep out from me, working its way along the walls. Vines formed, dark and twisting bands of power that circled the inside of the temple, quickly covering up the markings I had seen.

      As they continued to rise, my breath caught. I understood what was happening.

      “I’ve seen this before,” I said, lowering my voice as I looked to Coldan.

      “Where?”

      “With the is’anish. This is like Nearrhan.”

      The ne’rash continued to rise up from the ground, drawn from me, from the others around us, twisting and twining together, forming something more. I looked behind me.

      Nevii stared, her mouth agape.

      Coldan joined me. “Are you sure that you should have done this?”

      “I didn’t really do anything here,” I said. “I started, letting the ne’rash come up from beneath the ground, but I didn’t do anything more than that. With everything else that came, it happened on its own. The ne’rash guided itself.”

      “This is a power you’ve battled your entire life.”

      “This is a great power. I wasn’t battling the ne’rash.” I could feel the connection I had now. It seemed to fill the temple, to fill me. This wasn’t a place I was not meant to be. This was a place that was a part of me.

      I continued feeling the power as it rose up around us. There wasn’t anything for me to do other than to stand there, to wait and watch, to feel that power as it shifted, sliding up out of the ground.

      It amazed me.

      I focused on it, thinking about that power, that energy, and whether there was anything more I might be able to uncover from it, but as I watched, I knew with certainty that it was the same way the ne’rash was used in Nearrahn.

      I motioned for Coldan to follow me.

      We headed toward the Hith. None of them got in our way, all of them moving away from us, letting us pass. I had expected they would.

      They were focused up, their attention drawn to what was taking place overhead.

      My attention was also drawn by what was taking place overhead, but I needed to step outside and see what was happening outside of the temple, so that I could determine whether there was anything more there I should know.

      Outside, Hith surrounded the temple.

      I had counted several dozen when we were making our way into the city, and had used my connection to the ne’rash to neutralize them, but now that we were here, I could see I had miscounted.

      There had to be at least a hundred Hith.

      If they were all to turn to us to attack, there would be no way I would be able to overwhelm them. Especially not now that I had revealed myself to Nevii.

      “I don’t like this,” Coldan whispered.

      “I don’t think they’re here for us.” I turned, looking up at the temple.

      As I had suspected, the darkness had continued to twist and twine around the temple. What had once been gleaming stone was now covered by dark vines, and once they reached the top, they sprouted outward.

      “A tree?” Coldan whispered.

      “I told you that it was going to be the same sort of thing as we saw in the forest.”

      “This… This…”

      I clasped my hand on his shoulder. “I know.”

      The ne’rash involved was incredible.

      I had no idea how the temple had access to that much ne’rash. Part of it came from me, drawn upward, and strangely, I felt myself connected to it. As I looked around, I realized it was partly bound to these others. All of the Hith were tied to the ne’rash. All of the Hith were tied to the temple.

      This had been destroyed a century ago? I could understand why it would have angered them. Could they have blamed the Jahor?

      It was strange to me that after all this time I was still learning about the war, though given the nature of the war, and who was ultimately responsible for it, that wasn’t altogether surprising. The war was nothing like what I had believed before.

      I took another deep breath. When I did, I could feel the ne’rash continuing to flow out from me.

      “Why are you smiling?” Coldan asked.

      “Probably because I wasn’t expecting anything like this.”

      “What were you expecting?”

      “Nothing, to be honest. I didn’t know if we would find anything that would work for us.”

      I had come thinking that I would try to make a connection to the Hith, but doubting whether such a thing would even be effective. Certainly I had not expected anything like this.

      The power flowing up from the temple began to slow. The tree sprouted from the top of the temple was enormous. Not nearly as large as the one the is’anish had, but it still pulled upon considerable power, reflecting the ne’rash of the people within the city. It reflected the ne’rash within me.

      I had always known that my having a connection to the ne’rash meant something different for me. At first, it had been a need for me to hide that connection to power, to conceal that anger that threatened to spill out of me. Over time, as I had come to understand the ne’rash, I had simply believed that I had access to another great power.

      There had to be more to it, though.

      The Hith continued to approach the temple.

      Nevii and the three Hith who had been in the temple with us stepped outside, and they looked around at the gathered Hith before turning and looking up and overhead.

      This was my opportunity.

      I approached Nevii. “Was this what the temple was once like?”

      Nevii glanced over to me. “No.”

      “This is the ne’rash,” I said.

      “I can feel it,” Nevii said.

      “What was it like?”

      “Something less.”

      I had to know. “Did the Jahor destroy your temple?”

      She looked over to me, and for a moment her expression clouded, but then I could feel her gaining control over the anger within her.

      Strangely enough, I realized everyone gathered around us was in control of it. It was almost as if the temple forming had allowed them to find their true hold over the ne’rash, as if they were finally able to have that potential.

      “Yes,” Nevii said. “Your people destroyed this temple.”

      I took a deep breath, feeling the ne’rash flowing up through me, finally turning to Nevii. “I have a feeling my people are your people.”

      “No. You are the Volatar.”

      “I have been. There was a time when the Volatar wanted nothing more than to destroy the Hith.” Several of the Hith nearby looked over, but their attention was drawn back to the temple. “I thought that was my way of serving my people. I know better now.”

      “What do you think you know now that you didn’t know before?” Nevii asked.

      I motioned to the temple. “This.”

      “You would have me believe that this is your doing?”

      “Not all of it,” I admitted. “Perhaps none of it. I felt the ne’rash, and I allowed it to flow from me. But controlling it. Allowing it to become this.” I shook my head. “None of that was me. I would claim it if it were, but I think the ne’rash wanted this.”

      And I couldn’t help but feel as if the is’anish had wanted this. They must have known.

      Had I not gone to Nearrhan, I would not have known about anything like this. I would never have experienced power flowing in such a way. I never would have experienced the ne’rash in a way that would allow me to know it, to feel the power, to recognize the subtlety of it. To know that while the ne’rash could be dangerous and deadly, it was also something great and wonderful.

      Now I did understand that. Now I could feel that.

      “The Jahor and the Hith need to work together,” I said.

      “Why?” Nevii asked.

      “If you will permit it, I will explain.”

      Nevii continued to look up at the temple, though there was some aspect of her expression that had changed. She didn’t have the same irritation on her face, and there was almost a longing there. I couldn’t help but wonder if that longing was something that I could use, but had to shake those thoughts away. I didn’t want to be thinking of everyone in such a manner.

      The rest of the Hith gradually were able to draw their attention away from the temple, and they started to look at me and Coldan, many with interest that left me unsettled. I was here in the middle of Coynahl with only Coldan for safety. Though I thought that I could use the ne’rash to separate them from their abilities, that still left me with dozens of men and women armed with swords who knew how to use them.

      The growing of the temple started to slow. It retreated, leaving the energy flowing upward, but nothing more than that. No more of the strange branches formed over us. Just the outline of the tree—the temple—remained.

      “It is a strange thing,” Coldan said.

      “Powerful,” I whispered.

      “How is this possible?”

      I shook my head. “The ne’rash called to me.” I looked at the others around us. “I think it wanted the temple to form.”

      “There isn’t anything like this with the Jahor.”

      “There isn’t, but should there be?”

      I had no idea what something like that would even look like, only that it wouldn’t be like this. Would it be powerful, like what I’d seen from the dwul’ran? Some aspect of the elaron that burrowed beneath the ground? That had been their way of hiding it, but they weren’t the only keepers of the elaron. I suspected the tu’alan also had some link to it, though even they didn’t have the same connection. Not like the is’anish did over the ne’rash.

      “When we’ve been in the Jahor cities, there hasn’t been anything like this. I don’t remember any temple.”

      But if there was something we could uncover, then I would get to know just what it was that had happened with the Jahor all those years ago. The war had been raging for longer than I had known. The war had been different than I had known.

      It wasn’t just about the Hith and the Jahor, though that was the part that I had seen. The war contained something else, a timeline that I still didn’t fully understand. If the Hith had lost their temple a century ago, that would explain a bit more about why they had started to push their way north.

      Vengeance.

      That would make men do many things.

      I had seen it. Had felt it.

      It was an emotion that even the Volatar had not been above, though I had tried. With the desire for vengeance, the world would change. Had changed.

      That was what we had to move beyond.

      I had to be better than that base desire.

      When it came to the Hith, I wouldn’t be able to change their minds. I would try to show them that we weren’t what they believed us to be, that the Jahor were willing to try to work with the Hith, but that was a difficult thing for me to convince them of after all this time. It might not even be possible to do.

      As I stepped toward Nevii, the other Hith tensed. Coldan did the same, though I didn’t think he should do anything that would lead to aggression. We needed calm, especially at this time.

      I held my hand out.

      Nevii watched me.

      “I would like to talk about the war,” I said.

      The Hith looked at me. I could feel her thinking through something as she watched, as if she were trying to decide just what to say. I was the Volatar, after all, so it wasn’t all that surprising that the Hith wouldn’t know what to do or say when it came to me.

      “The war you instigated?”

      I sighed. It reminded me of what the is’anish had claimed. That I had been responsible for the war.

      There was a part of the war I would take credit for. I had to, seeing as how I was the one who had truly been responsible for it. There was another part of the war that I had nothing to do with.

      How would I handle that with the Hith?

      Was it a matter of reminding them of what they had done?

      Perhaps an alternative was better.

      I needed to accept responsibility for what I had done.

      “I don’t know how anything started,” I said. Nevii looked at me, and I could tell that she was irritated by the comment. “The war had been ongoing when I was young. But I had my part in it. As did you and the rest of the Hith here, I suspect.”

      Nevii watched me. “We responded only to the attack on our temple.”

      “Which you said happened a century ago.”

      “Yes.”

      I nodded to her. “A century is a long time.”

      “Not so long that we’ve forgotten. We will not forget how the Jahor destroyed our temple.”

      “How do you know it was Jahor?”

      I asked it carefully, and even as I did, I could feel some of the agitation within her returning. That was something that I had to understand. Of course they would feel agitation. They had suffered, though I would say the same about my people. If they believed that we were responsible for destroying their temple, then it made sense that they would feel that way.

      “The memories of the Hith are long.”

      “As are the memories of the Jahor,” Coldan said.

      I glanced over to him. It surprised me that he would speak up at this point, though it should not. Coldan had often surprised me over the years, speaking up when he felt that it was appropriate for him.

      “We have both made our mistakes,” I said softly, holding my hands up. “When I was younger, I didn’t know I had a connection to the ne’rash. When I learned of it, I believed it was something else. A different power. Dark and dangerous.”

      “The ne’rash is not dark,” Nevii said.

      I ignored the fact that there were other Hith arranged around me, focusing only on Nevii. From what I gathered, she led them. “The anger that twists those who control it is dark. The anger you felt at the Jahor is dark. Then again, so too was the anger that the Jahor have carried with them toward the Hith.”

      Mixing the two powers, I created something like the elaron blade, but rested it on the ground so the power could spiral. There was a considerable energy within it, and as it continued to work, I detected the energy of the Hith around me probing the ne’rash of what I had created.

      It was a simple construct. Little more than a show of power, but there were times when displaying power was beneficial. I needed for them to see what I was able to do, and to see that it wasn’t anything that would be harmful to them.

      They had to see how the powers could connect.

      They didn’t mingle. Not directly. I wasn’t sure if such a thing would even be possible.

      “Can you help me understand?” I asked. “Help me know what it is that you have experienced that makes you believe the Jahor were responsible?”

      Her brow furrowed, but then she motioned for me to follow.

      Coldan came with me.

      We headed through the city, moving away from the temple and toward the outskirts where there was a simple stone building that looked older than the others. I probed at it with the elaron and the ne’rash, testing the building and searching to see if the ger’thin were present within it, but found no evidence of them. Hopefully, they were gone.

      Nevii opened the door and motioned me inside.

      When Coldan tried to follow, she raised her hand. “You may not.”

      “He’s with me,” I said. “He won’t do anything.”

      “He is not connected to the ne’rash. Had you not helped the temple, I would refuse you entry as well.”

      Glancing past Coldan, I could see several of the other Hith behind him, watching us. I frowned to myself. Leaving Coldan out here didn’t make me worry about his reaction. I knew Coldan well enough that I could trust he would keep himself composed. Yet I didn’t know how the Hith would react. I didn’t think that they would do anything now that I had somehow improved their connection to the ne’rash, but I simply didn’t know.

      “What do you think?”

      “You want answers,” Coldan said.

      “I think we need answers.”

      “Then you should go. I will wait here. You’ll know if something changes.”

      I smiled slightly. “Don’t make it change too quickly,” I said.

      After taking a deep breath, I turned and followed Nevii, who closed the door behind us. The room was as simple as the building. The floor was hard-packed dirt, and there was no light other than that which came from a small opening in the roof.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      I was tempted to reach for the elaron, but I had a feeling that I shouldn’t in here. This was a place of the Hith, which meant that it was a place of the ne’rash. That was the reason Coldan hadn’t been permitted to come inside.

      “You wanted to know about the histories. As I have said, the memories of the Hith are long. The Jahor may not remember what they did, but we do.”

      She motioned to something on the ground and I looked down, frowning. It wasn’t until I began to pull on the ne’rash that I became aware of what she tried to show me. I could feel it.

      There was ne’rash there. Significant ne’rash.

      It lingered in the ground, a power that ran deep beneath us, and I could feel just how powerful that energy was. I needed to know more about it.

      Probing carefully, I pushed out with my connection to the ne’rash, letting it join the other. I didn’t know what to expect, but the flash of knowledge almost overwhelmed me.

      When Nevii claimed the Hith memory was long, I hadn’t expected this.

      What I felt here, what I was able to detect now, was something completely unexpected. There were memories stored within the ne’rash. It reminded me of the growth of the ne’rash that had surged from the temple, but this was confined. Simple.

      It stayed within the ground. There was no extension to it. Just the power that was there, the memories that were woven with the tree that seemed to grant the knowledge and power of the people.

      I saw it. All of it.

      The movement of the first Hith when they settled in empty lands. The first of their people to settle in Coynahl. The growth of the city, then the nation, and finally the empire.

      There was the temple within it.

      It was powerful.

      Much like what I had seen pulled from the ground with the power that had surged, but this was different. It connected to their people in a way that the resurgent temple had not yet.

      There was destruction. Fighting.

      Elaron.

      I could practically see it.

      The temple had been targeted. There was a surge. An explosion. Then the temple was gone. The only part of it that had remained was this small offshoot.

      This had been the remaining memory of the people. This had been what guided me.

      As I looked up at Nevii, she watched me. Anger flashed in her eyes. Was she feeling the same thing? Did she see the same thing?

      I couldn’t tell.

      She used the ne’rash, so I suspected that she had been bound up in what I saw, and that she felt what I felt, only I didn’t know if she had been able to reach quite as far back as I had. Maybe she didn’t need to.

      “Do you see?” she asked slowly.

      “I see.”

      “This was the Jahor.”

      “The Jahor wouldn’t have done this.”

      “You could feel it. I can see in your eyes that you did. The Jahor destroyed the temple.” And the Hith had wanted revenge ever since.

      I probed deeper into the small offshoot of the temple.

      There was something there that would explain what had happened.

      It had to.

      I pushed the ne’rash into it.

      Nevii reacted, trying to get to me, but I ignored her, bracing myself as I pushed more of the ne’rash into the ground, into the offshoot.

      When I did, I felt something. It was familiar to me. Some part of the power had been twisted. The offshoot needed help.

      There was something I could do.

      Pushing my connection to the ne’rash through it, I let that start to creep toward the temple. Even that wouldn’t be enough. I would need the help of the others. I would need for them to be a part of this.

      The power flowed.

      Drawing from the other Hith, I pushed even more out from me. That energy flowed beneath the ground, easing away from us. I used as much as I could to try to get that power to slip forward, sliding under the ground, but I met with a strange resistance.

      That was what I had to overcome. I could feel that resistance working against me. As I pushed again, there was something fighting me.

      Elaron was needed.

      Adding that to the way the ne’rash slipped beneath the ground, I noticed the resistance ease back.

      It was still there. There was still something that seemed to be fighting me, but the more I mingled the elaron with the ne’rash, the easier it was for me to find a way to push past that resistance. It was almost as if I needed the elaron.

      The ne’rash wouldn’t have been enough.

      The Hith wouldn’t have been able to do this.

      Had the Jahor?

      That was the memory that was linked in the ne’rash. If the Jahor had been responsible, then the Hith had been provoked.

      The twisted nature of the ne’rash made me uncomfortable. It was as if the memories trapped within the ne’rash had been altered. That would be a difficult bit of magic, especially as it seemed to me that the ne’rash I detected here was pure.

      The ger’thin.

      That had to be who—and what—had been responsible.

      Fighting through that was difficult.

      I didn’t know if I would be able to do it, but I had to try.

      There was more power flowing. I could push that outward, and when I did, I could feel there was something I needed to work with. The combined elaron and ne’rash gave me the ability to mix the two, but would it be enough?

      Then I began to feel the drawing of the temple.

      That was a familiar ne’rash.

      Nevii tried to move me away from what I was doing, and I realized I had created a shielding of elaron around me. It wouldn’t do anything for her to believe that I was trustworthy, but I had to join this bit of ne’rash to the other. There was something within me that told me that was what needed to be done.

      Then I could feel the power connect. It surged together, the powers binding in a way that left me weakened. I released my pressure on the ne’rash flowing to the temple and withdrew.

      As I did, I noticed some aspect of the ne’rash that had been here had changed. The twisting nature of it began to unravel, like a leaf unfolding.

      I held on to that connection to the ne’rash. There was a hint of power within it, and when it released, the true story was there.

      Not the Jahor.

      That left me relieved.

      There had been an attack here, but it wasn’t what I had expected, either.

      There didn’t seem to be a focused attack from the ger’thin.

      There was elaron, but there was also the ne’rash, along with other great powers. All of those powers had been used to attack the temple.

      As I could see those memories lingering in this, I realized something else.

      The elaron wouldn’t have been strong enough alone.

      They would have needed others.

      Could the ger’thin have been a part of this?

      Or was there another answer—one that was even more troubling?

      I released the power altogether and looked over at Nevii.

      She had pressed her connection to the ne’rash into the deep-seated power, and the expression on her face told me she realized that something had changed. She would have been able to feel it, though I didn’t know if she would have been aware of the way the power would have unfolded. It was possible that she wouldn’t have felt it the same as I had.

      “What did you do?” she whispered.

      “This had been connected to the temple. That connection was severed. I restored it.”

      “That’s not all that you did,” she said. She looked up at me, meeting my gaze.

      I took a deep breath and let it out. “No. That’s not all that I did.”

      “What is this?”

      I focused briefly on that power, a troubled feeling coming to me. “The truth.”
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      Movement caught Hevith’s attention. It was out in the distance, but close enough that he was able to see the outline of the movement, something that suggested there would be more he needed to try to see.

      “What is it?” Coldan sat atop a stocky horse large enough to support his weight, resting one hand on the hilt of his sword while they rode. Coldan had been on edge the entire time they’d been riding, as if he were concerned that he wouldn’t be able to react in time were it to become necessary.

      “I don’t know. I can see something out there, though I don’t know what it is.”

      Coldan leaned forward, stretching outward over the saddle so that he could peer into the distance. “Stay here.”

      “You want me to stay.”

      Coldan turned and looked over to him. “I want you to stay. Is that so much to ask?”

      “I’m usually the one who rides out to figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      “I’m well aware of what you’re usually doing, but in this case…”

      “In this case, we all need to be careful. Look,” Hevith said, twisting in the saddle so that he could look behind him at the nearly one hundred Jahor arranged behind him, “we have more than enough numbers to deal with any threat.”

      “Not any threat,” he said softly.

      Hevith cocked his head to the side, regarding him for a moment. “Almost any threat. Isn’t that enough? We don’t need to split up to face whatever is there. I just wanted to get a feel for what it is, though I can’t necessarily see anything.”

      Coldan grunted and Hevith just smiled. He’d grown accustomed to this side of Coldan, especially since leaving Laranth. He’d believed that he had to provide a level of protection for Hevith, but with as many of the Jahor as they had with them, there wasn’t so much that Coldan had to do. It was more about what Hevith was doing for them. He provided a layer of protection, a connection to the elaron within them, and that was more than enough.

      “Fine. We will ride forward. Together. I don’t need you causing trouble, though.”

      “What kind of trouble do you think I’m going to cause?”

      Coldan grunted. “The Hevith kind.”

      They had been riding for the better part of the last three days. In that time, they had not seen anyone else on the road, though Hevith wasn’t surprised by that. They were heading directly south, taking the journey he’d intended to take with his wagons, and as that caravan had moved this direction, the call of Laranth had drawn them.

      That they would now see something meant change.

      Hevith had a vague idea about how far he was from Vor. It wouldn’t be that far for them now, which meant they had to start preparing for the possibility that they would encounter some of the Hith. They hadn’t seen any yet, but that didn’t mean it would stay that way for long. Eventually, they would run into more of the Hith. That was what Hevith expected, but would they be out here?

      There was another way for him to find out, but he hadn’t attempted to separate using the elaron yet.

      That was partly because he feared doing so. Hevith was honest enough with himself to know that when he did, he might be able to find what he was looking for, but he also ran the risk that he would face the Hith that were able to trap the Movras from Laranth.

      Maybe it wasn’t even the Hith who had done so.

      That possibility posed the greater challenge for him.

      If there were Vicenz, Hevith at least understood the danger that they posed, but he wasn’t sure that he was ready for everything they might do to them. Now that there were so many more of the Jahor who had embraced the elaron, Hevith thought they would be better protected, but he still wanted to ensure that he did whatever he could to maintain that protection. They deserved that from him.

      The sun shone down, getting hotter overhead the further they traveled south.

      Hevith wiped an arm across his forehead and looked over to Coldan. “Maybe I should have dressed differently.”

      “I think we’re all going to wish that we dressed differently,” he said. Coldan turned and looked behind him. “We don’t really know how the people of Vor dress.”

      “Alicia does.”

      “And she’s not with us here, is she?”

      Hevith turned and stared into the distance, the sun burning in the back of his eyes. “She’s not. She would have been, but she needed to stay behind.”

      “I still don’t know if we should have left anyone there,” Coldan said. “I know they’re Jahor, but they aren’t our Jahor.”

      Hevith shook his head. It was that kind of thinking he wanted to get away from. They were Jahor. They should be one people, connected by their shared heritage, but from what he’d seen, even that wasn’t enough.

      “She needed to stay behind because they aren’t our Jahor. We need Alicia to help bridge the people. Someone has to do it.”

      “You are. When you free Vor—”

      “That’s if we can,” Hevith said.

      “When we free Vor, then the other Jahor will recognize what we’re doing for the people. Then they might even be willing to participate.”

      Hevith stared into the distance, trying to gauge what he’d seen. There wasn’t much out there. Just a rolling landscape dotted with occasional trees. Thick grasses made it so that anything could be lying in wait, though he hadn’t seen any sign of anything. Hevith didn’t feel anything against the elaron, which made him think that perhaps that wasn’t the issue. The only thing that he did feel was the oppressive sun.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      They rode on in silence.

      Hevith didn’t see anything more that struck him as concerning. There might have been movement that he’d detected before, but the further they went, the less convinced he was of what he’d seen. Mostly he began to think he had imagined it. Perhaps it was nothing more than the shadows shifting across the land, but there was a nagging part of him that left him wondering if there might be more to it.

      They’d been riding for the better part of another hour, none of them speaking, when a storm cloud began to form in the distance. With it came a steady rumbling of thunder, the kind of thunder that left him feeling it in his bones, leaving everything trembling. He cupped his hand over his eyes, looking at the sky.

      “I think we’re going to face something nasty,” Hevith said.

      “There’s no real shelter out here,” Coldan said.

      “We’ll have to deal with it.”

      The Jahor like Coldan might be better equipped to deal with it than Hevith. He had on a traveling cloak that would keep him mostly covered, but if the winds picked up…

      A powerful gust of wind slammed into him.

      “Looks like it’s coming quickly,” Coldan said.

      Hevith leaned forward in the saddle, using the horse to shield him from the wind, but that was only going to help for a little while. If it persisted like this, he was going to need more protection.

      The wind continued to gust, slamming into him and making it difficult for him to stay in the saddle. Hevith pointed to a nearby grove of trees. “Let’s head there.”

      He had to shout to get his voice heard above the wind, but they veered off, making their way to the trees. As they reached them, the rain started. Lightning crackled in the sky along with it, and the angle of the wind left the rain slashing at him. Even his cloak wasn’t much protection against it.

      Hevith climbed out of the saddle and guided his horse deeper into the grove of trees. Coldan helped some of the other Jahor before joining him, looking out into the distance.

      “That came on quickly,” Coldan said.

      “I don’t know the weather here, though I’ve seen storms like that before.” When he’d been traveling, he’d recognized how dangerous something like that could be. In the wagons, there would be a little bit more protection. Out on horseback, it was just them and the storm. It would have been better for them to have wagons with them to help mitigate the effect of the storm.

      “Look at the clouds,” Coldan said, pointing.

      Hevith studied the sky. They were dark—almost black—for as far as he could see. The wind gusted up from the south, pushing the storm along with it. “We might need to camp for the night.”

      He didn’t like doing so this early, but it was probably the right decision with the growing storm. The trees blocked some of the wind, though not all of it. Occasional gusts still managed to make their presence known, slamming into him and forcing him away from the trees.

      “You should move away from the edge of the grove,” Coldan said.

      “I will in a bit.”

      “There’s nothing that you can do standing there,” he said to Hevith.

      That wasn’t completely true. There were things that Hevith could do standing here, but it was a matter of whether he was willing to do them.

      He closed his eyes.

      Weather didn’t matter when it came to separating into the Place of Knowing.

      Timing didn’t either.

      He thought he could learn more by separating. He could see the storm. The fields stretching before them. He could see what they might face.

      This was one benefit to knowing this power and understanding how it could be used. All it required was that he focus on the elaron within him. As he did, he could feel that power flowing up and through him. Hevith could use that, and he let it carry him, forcing him up and away from where he stood.

      The first part of it was the hardest. It involved him separating from himself, though as he did, Hevith could feel that power, and was aware of how he separated, then floated.

      He drifted up above the trees.

      He should have warned Coldan about what he intended to do, but he suspected that Coldan would watch over him regardless. Not that Coldan needed to be told what to do when it came to trying to help Hevith. He just did it.

      The wind didn’t affect him in this way. He was aware of it, but mostly as a sound, the heavy whistling as it rushed past, something that he marveled that he would have any awareness of. There was the swaying of the trees below him as well, a heavy sweeping of the upper branches as the wind pushed upon them. Every so often, there would be a flash of lightning, a burst of pure white light that reminded him of the elaron. Perhaps the elaron was connected to the lightning in some way.

      He floated, heading south.

      That was what he needed to do. Hevith needed to know what they might face, and whether there was anything out there that they could find. Vor was out there. Not far from them, though far enough that they still hadn’t encountered anyone along the road.

      What about the flashes of what he thought he had seen?

      Maybe that was nothing. Yet Hevith couldn’t help but wonder if he had seen something. Now that he floated like this, the Place of Knowing carrying him, Hevith used this new vantage to see if there was anything here he might be able to uncover.

      He saw nothing.

      Hevith continued floating, drifting.

      He focused on elaron, trying to determine if there was a feeling of it in the distance that he might be able to use to guide him, but even as he traveled like this, he didn’t detect anything more. No sense of it out there as he had noticed before.

      That might be his inability to detect it, but he wondered if the Hith had suppressed the Movras now captured in Vor and prevented her from sending out her call for help.

      He pushed himself further to the south.

      It was difficult to do, but he propelled himself along, using his connection to the elaron to do so. Every so often, there came a flash of light, the lightning flickering and blinding, making it difficult for him to see much of anything that was in front of him.

      When a particularly bad blast of lightning cleared, Hevith caught the outline of a city in the distance. He’d been near Vor before, at least in the Place of Knowing. The last time that he’d come close, though, he had caught sight of the city and then had noticed that there was a danger to him. He had been forced away, though he had attempted to remain.

      This time, there was no attempt to force him back.

      There wasn’t a sense of anything.

      He strained, trying to focus on the elaron, but even as he did, there wasn’t anything out there that he was picking up on. Only emptiness.

      Hevith floated closer.

      As he did, he could feel the air starting to change.

      He shouldn’t be aware of the air in the Place of Knowing, but for some reason he could feel it. The wind seemed to brush across his skin, leaving him irritated. He held on to the power he used in order to enter the Place of Knowing and let it push him forward.

      Into the city.

      Hevith knew it was dangerous to do it like this, especially as he didn’t know if there would be some way to trap him here, but he needed to know whether there were Jahor within the city. If he were to end up trapped within the Place of Knowing…

      Pressure started to build around him.

      Hevith couldn’t tell the source of the pressure, only that it was there.

      He called upon more of the elaron.

      That would help, but connected as he was to himself, he was only able to summon a limited amount of the elaron through himself, enough that he might be able to draw it through him, but he might also end up not having enough strength to return.

      There were others in the grove.

      Hevith had used the elaron of others before, and reaching for that power now was a simple matter. They were all better connected to the elaron within them than they had been before, so that when he borrowed from them, they wouldn’t be as weakened as they once would have been.

      Still, he didn’t like the idea that he might be taking from them.

      If there was some attack while he was in the Place of Knowing, they would need to have all the strength that was possible for him to protect them.

      Hevith pushed back against the pressure.

      As he did, he tried to survey the city and get a sense of what they might encounter when they reached it, but the ongoing pressure made it difficult for him to do. He didn’t want to linger. Then a tendril of darkness broke off from the center of the city and started toward him.

      Hevith knew what that tendril meant. Hith.

      He didn’t dare stay and linger. If the Hith discovered him, or if they somehow trapped him here, then he would not be able to free himself.

      He pushed away.

      And got stuck.

      Hevith pulled on more of the elaron.

      It came to him slowly, as if it oozed through the distance that he had placed between him and the others in the grove, but power filled him. The elaron filled him.

      Hevith used that.

      It allowed him to move backward, though it happened slowly. As it worked, Hevith forced himself away, pushing back from Vor. It had been dangerous coming here.

      Which meant that it would be dangerous for the others to come with him.

      They would have to train. To prepare. And they would have to find a strength within them to withstand what the Hith intended to do to them.

      Hevith surged backward and reached his body.

      When he made the connection again, there came a blast of wind. A massive gust struck him, and he staggered back, landing near Coldan.

      “What was that about?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith got to his feet slowly, wiping damp hands on his cloak. The wind continued to gust, now tearing through the trees. It grew increasingly violent and intense. The kind of wind that made him wish they were still in Laranth, though they would have to make do with whatever shelter they had.

      “I used the Place of Knowing to look at Vor.”

      “And?”

      “And there’s a Hith presence there.”

      Coldan grunted. “We knew there was. Why did you feel like you had to go there in order to find that?”

      Hevith shook his head. “That wasn’t the reason I went into the Place of Knowing. It was more because I wanted to see if I could find anything about the Movras.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “You could tell?”

      Coldan shook his head. “I can’t tell anything, but had you uncovered anything, you would have a different reaction. I’ve been around you enough now that I know how you respond.”

      Hevith let out a slow sigh. “I don’t even know if she’s still alive.”

      That was only one of his concerns. If the Movras was gone, then the person that he hoped would be able to teach him what he still needed to know about the elaron would be gone. Those within the city hadn’t been any help to him. They might have been were they not so scared, but it was more than just fear. They had not wanted to embrace the elaron. They feared the Hith would somehow use it if they were to do so. That they would somehow find them, as if they would know the moment that the elaron was used around them.

      That might be a part of it—Hevith had no idea whether or not the elaron could be detected by the Hith—but he didn’t think that was all of it.

      “There’s something you could still do,” Coldan said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Didn’t you tell me that you had the ability to use something like the inestar?”

      Hevith frowned. “I know how the power feels, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “Something like that. If you know how it feels, then you should be able to recreate it.”

      “Then I could use it,” Hevith said, nodding. “I could let out a call, a summons, to the Jahor who are still held in Vor.”

      They might be hiding, much like the Jahor had been in hiding in Yarshin.

      Were he to place a call, then he would be able to let them know that he was coming. Help was coming.

      More than that, though. If he were able to use that kind of power, then Hevith might be able to send word to the Movras.

      All he needed was a way of controlling that power.

      Hevith had used the inestar enough that he thought that he should be able to control it. He understood the way that power had worked, and he thought that because of it, he would be able to send the summons.

      “Thank you,” he said to Coldan.

      “For what?”

      He clasped him on the shoulder. “Sometimes it’s helpful to have someone point out when I need to try something different.”

      “You don’t need me for that.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      He turned to the horse, patting the side.

      They had time.

      They were going to have to camp for the night. The wind was too much, and the storm too terrible, for them to go anywhere. That meant that Hevith had time he could use. Which was what he needed to do.

      Take the time, use it for him to detect whether there was something more out there, some way for him to summon the power of the inestar, and find a way of connecting to the Jahor.

      To his people.
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      The elaron was difficult to control at times. Though Hevith was far more skilled with it now than when he was first learning about it, there were times when he still felt as if he were a novice. The power flowed up from someplace deep within him, connecting him to a source of power that was greater than him. At times, he could almost feel that something else, that source of power, but other times he was aware that it was localized to himself.

      Now was one of the times when he struggled.

      He sat on a log, a fire crackling in front of them. It had taken several of them to get the flames built up, but by the time that they did, there was enough of a fire that it pushed back the chill. That was a strange change from how hot he had been before the rain had started sleeting down. Now they were all damp, and though the wood burned, it was smoky.

      It made it almost easier for him to test the elaron, in some ways.

      Hevith could feel the power. He could feel the way that those with him had power. He connected to it, letting that power begin to flow outward as he attempted to try to find a way to borrow from them.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      He rubbed a knuckle into his eye, trying to push back those thoughts. It wasn’t about trying to borrow from the others with him. Not yet, at least. When he sent out the message to the rest of the Jahor, then it would require that he borrow from them, but for now, it was a matter of trying to simply use whatever he could in order to feel that power and trigger something within them that would alert them to the summons.

      That was the part of the elaron that he had to find.

      “Are you having any luck?”

      He looked up at Coldan who stood near the fire, poking at it with his sword to stir up the coals. More smoke drifted, clinging to him and creating more of a haze around him. It gave him something of an aura surrounding him.

      “I’ve been thinking about something that Mel said to me once. Or maybe it was Mother. I don’t even remember. They start to blend together for me after a while.”

      “I would think it would be easy. Mel was the one who wanted to help you. Mother was one who wanted to use me.”

      Hevith shook his head. “I don’t think it’s quite that easy. They both helped, though Mother might have done it for selfish reasons. Even Morad helped me find my way to power. And I can’t say that Mel wasn’t trying to use me. She wanted me to be the Movras after her, especially when she began to learn what I might be capable of doing.”

      “Mel wanted to help her people. You were one of her people. She thought that recruiting you to what she was doing would allow her to help them more than she had already.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. “I wonder about Mother. What was she doing?”

      “She wanted power.”

      Coldan said it so matter of fact that Hevith was tempted to believe that was all it was about, though he had to question if that were truly the case. The Hith wanted to expand their empire, but it seemed to Hevith that there had to be something behind that. What reason did they have for wanting to continue pushing, stretching beyond the lands that they had already claimed? What purpose would there be in destroying the Jahor?

      None.

      Not if they worked with the Vicenz.

      The Vicenz wanted power, but they wanted all kinds of power.

      He hadn’t considered what they might have been after before. Maybe that was a mistake to have not given it much thought, but now that he did, he couldn’t help but wonder if he might learn something about the Hith and the Vicenz that might help him understand what they were after better.

      “You still haven’t talked about what you saw when you were in that place,” Coldan said.

      “Mostly because I’m not exactly sure what I saw. There was the power of the Hith from the center of the city, but there wasn’t anything else. I tried to see if there were any of the Jahor there, but even as I tried to do it, I found nothing.”

      “It would be helpful to know what we might encounter.”

      “I know. I’ve been trying…”

      Hevith considered looking a little more, seeing if he might find more answers, but that meant he would have to separate into the Place of Knowing again, and he didn’t know if he was willing to do that.

      Thunder rumbled again. The storm had begun to fade, though there was still the ongoing thunder that suggested it hadn’t quite burned itself off yet. The rain didn’t sleet down quite as much as it had before, though when it came down through the trees, Hevith found that he had to wipe the water from his eyes.

      The other Jahor were all camped as much as they could, the fire providing a little warmth, but there wasn’t room for all of them to gather around the fire. The heavy smoke that drifted up from it made it difficult for Hevith to see all of them. It swirled, drifting around, the weight of the smoke almost overpowering, the shadows…

      He jumped to his feet, connecting to the elaron.

      Coldan was there in a heartbeat, his sword unsheathed and looking out. “What did you see?”

      “I don’t know if I saw anything. Just a feeling.”

      “I’ve been around you with your feelings before.”

      Hevith focused on the haze. It reminded him of what he’d seen in Yarshin while trying to stay ahead of the Hith. There wasn’t anything clear about it, just the heavy smoke that was drifting around them. The shadows of the night made it so that Hevith didn’t know if he was only imagining what he saw.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t think so.

      When he called upon the elaron, the darkness started to push back.

      “Get the others ready,” Hevith said.

      “They are,” Coldan told him.

      Hevith looked, but the haze had intensified.

      That suggested that if nothing else, he was right.

      The Hith were here.

      He focused on the power within him. For so long, he had been focused on trying to connect to the other Jahor. That had been the key to him understanding his elaron. And he had begun to understand the way that he could use that power, and he had mastered to an extent the way that power would connect to him and then to others, but now that they were getting a people together, it was time for Hevith to do something else. He had to protect those who were with him now. It was time to stop avoiding who he was and embrace what he had become.

      It was time for him to be the Volatar.

      The blade of elaron surged.

      It burned off the haze around him.

      Coldan looked over to him, a question in his eyes. Hevith ignored it.

      He swung the elaron blade in a sharp arc, sweeping it around, and cleared a bit of space around him. The darkness burned off.

      Hevith darted forward.

      Coldan stayed with him.

      Hevith used power, but Coldan used brute strength.

      There was some part of him that glowed as he surged through his movements, bringing his sword around to try to clear a space around him. Hevith stayed near him, though it was mostly so that he could clear an opening around him that would release the ne’rash.

      “I don’t see any of them.”

      “They have to be here,” Hevith said.

      They did. He just didn’t know where. They would have to be here as they were swirling that power around, but there wasn’t any sign of them. Just the feeling of the power.

      “Form a circle and push outward,” Hevith said.

      “Are you sure that’s the right strategy?” Coldan said.

      “It’s the right move.”

      Coldan whistled and the others began to take position, creating a ring that formed all around them. Hevith waited, and the darkness started to press inward once again, growing thicker around them.

      Calling on the elaron, he forced it out from him again. The power surged, filling him.

      It came from some deep place within him, and he used what he could to push it out and let that power flow away from him and into the blade of elaron.

      The air sizzled. They stepped forward. Nothing changed, other than the energy persisting in the air. Another step.

      Hevith could feel the power flowing, the energy rolling out from him, and he pushed outward, letting that sizzling energy clear the air.

      He might be able to clear the space around him, but what he needed was to be able to clear the space all around the others.

      Hevith had something that might work.

      It involved connecting to the others.

      Wasn’t that what he thought that he could do? He was the Volatar.

      The elaron pushed from him. He let the elaron connect to him, and then to the others outward.

      Coldan gasped.

      Power suddenly flowed. He could see it as it did, and he could see the way that light began to burn from within them.

      That power connected to the others.

      He used the elaron to surge between them. Hevith helped the elaron stretch away, guiding it. Using that power in the way that he did, he felt energy sizzling. It was powerful. Protective.

      And it overwhelmed the darkness caused by the Hith.

      They surged forward.

      Hevith squeezed the power of the elaron out from him, letting it flow in a way that turned it into something more. The bright light sizzled against the darkness, the energy that he summoned now stretching away from him, but turning into a glowing light that he attempted to control. Yet that light continued to burn, making the energy crackle around him. Hevith pushed forward with that.

      Shapes appeared in the darkness.

      “Hith!”

      Someone shouted it, and the others reacted.

      They had been training. Working on becoming the soldiers they wanted to be. Readying for the violence that they would have to endure in order to protect the Jahor. Hevith hadn’t known just how skilled they might be, but he had been ready for the possibility that some of them would fall. When they did, he knew that he would struggle. He would be the reason for them falling, the reason that they had come here, willingly offering themselves. If there was anything that he could do to protect them…

      There was.

      He could use the elaron the way that he already had. Connect to the Jahor. Let that power flow from him.

      The shapes attacked.

      Hevith stayed near Coldan, trying to get a sense for how many of the Hith had surrounded them but failing to get a good count. Instead of trying to see them, he focused on the power within him to see if there might be something he could determine through the elaron.

      The Hith pressure against him allowed him to detect something.

      He could feel their power. They pushed against him. The attackers weren’t all Hith.

      There were probably a dozen Hith, but there had to be several hundred soldiers with them as well. That many and they could be overpowered.

      Hevith would focus on the Hith. Let the Order deal with the others.

      Chaos struck.

      The fighting was difficult for him to track. He looked around him, trying to keep alert on the fighting, but he had a hard time doing so. Hevith was only able to keep up because of the elaron flowing from him. With that, he could track the fighting, but it revealed more than what he wanted.

      Men dying.

      So far, he didn’t think that any of them were his men, but how long would that last? Eventually, some of the Jahor would die in this small grove of trees, only a few days from Laranth, and a few days from the next battle that would bring them to Vor.

      Hevith would have to keep that from happening.

      He stepped out, holding on to the blade of elaron, the power flowing from him, and he focused on where he could find the Hith. The dark energy from them was out there; he just had to target it.

      When he came across the first of the Hith, he didn’t hesitate. He used the power within him and surged it into the glowing sword, and carved through the Hith.

      Hevith spun, turning to the next.

      There was another attacker.

      This one wasn’t Hith.

      That didn’t matter. They fought with the Hith. That was enough.

      Hevith battled, striking out as quickly as he could, twisting and turning and using the elaron to guide him. That power continued flowing, and as he used that power, he could feel the energy starting to shift.

      The Jahor shouted as they surged.

      He struck.

      Hevith focused on what he could see in front of him. He focused on what he could feel around him. There were other Hith. He had battled with them before, but never had he battled them and felt the confidence that he had now. Never had he fought the Hith knowing that they wouldn’t be able to do anything to slow the Jahor. The Hith weren’t going to stop them.

      He found another Hith.

      He was powerful. Darkness flowed toward him, stretching across the ground in vines of power, searching for the next person that the Hith would attack. Hevith carved through it, using the power of the elaron to surge as he did, letting that energy slice through the vines.

      Another Hith stepped toward him, holding on to a dark curved blade.

      “You should not have that,” Hevith growled.

      The anger within him surprised him. It wasn’t just that he was angry. That didn’t surprise him. He felt that anger, and he felt the rage that filled him, the same rage that had wanted to free him and his people from the prison. What surprised him was the suddenness of it that filled him, an anger that left him wondering if he might lose control.

      Lessons from his old instructor Vard came back to him then. Vard had warned him, wanting Hevith to know that he didn’t have to lose control, that he could find that patience and that peace, but he would have to work for it. He remembered those lessons from Vard, and he had to embrace them now.

      Hevith took a deep breath, trying to steady himself, to slow the anger.

      Then he pushed power out through the sword.

      The elaron surged, the brightness of the light beginning to take a different sort of hold, and Hevith worked to avoid carving through any of the Jahor with him while he let that power flow up and through him. He didn’t know if he would even be able to harm the Jahor. Could they be injured by power that they possessed as well?

      The Hith blocked him.

      Power swirled out from the Hith, twisting around the blade, and he used his ne’rash to brace himself from Hevith’s attack.

      Hevith called on more of the elaron.

      He would have to find a way to burn through the ne’rash, though without overwhelming the others with him.

      He might need to borrow power from them, but he didn’t want to do so if they were going to end up weakened because of it. Hevith didn’t dare take his gaze away from the man in front of him. The ne’rash from him was too powerful. Instead, he held on to the power that he had, using it as he tried to maintain a control over the elaron without sending too much.

      The Hith was powerful.

      They danced around each other.

      If Hevith couldn’t handle one powerful Hith, how did he expect to deal with the others when it came down to freeing Vor? If he went to the city, he would run the risk of finding more Hith just like this one. Enough of the Hith that he would have to see if there would be any way for him to simply carve through him in a way that would leave him down.

      “You will fail.” The Hith smiled at him.

      Hevith looked back at him, trying to ignore the rage that threatened to spill out of him. For him to hold on to the elaron, he wanted to maintain the control that he had; it just meant that he would have to be careful and quick about it.

      “What do you think you can do to stop us?” Hevith could feel the others near him, the power the Jahor used as they fought, and he felt confident he could continue to oppose anything the Hith would bring. Cut this man down and then they could move on. The storm would end, and they could reach Vor. They could free the Movras. They could do everything that they had been planning on doing since they left. It all started here.

      The Hith pressed out more of the dark energy.

      It curled and swirled, power that flowed from him.

      Hevith braced for it, but even as he did, he had to reach for the elaron in order to cut it off. He wasn’t going to be able to twist the sword fast enough to stop his opponent. He would have to find another way.

      There was something that he could do.

      It involved letting the elaron flow from him, embracing that power that burned within him, and letting this man get close enough that he could find a way to overwhelm him.

      Hevith withdrew some of the power that flowed in the blade. The Hith tried to move closer.

      Hevith grinned. Then he darted toward him, exploding the power of the elaron.

      He felt something slam into him. Pain surged.

      That pain was temporary. It had to be.

      What he needed was to feel the power that came from the elaron and filled him.

      The Hith used the ne’rash. Darkness flowed from him, attempting to slam into Hevith. They fought, though neither of them moved. The power flowed from one to the other, the ne’rash battling with the elaron coming from Hevith.

      He wasn’t going to be strong enough on his own. He needed help.

      That was something he could do. He had help.

      He drew on the others with him. That power came to him, filling him with even more energy. The elaron exploded.

      Then the Hith fell.

      Hevith staggered back.

      He focused on the elaron blade again, but by the time that he surged another into existence, it didn’t matter. The others were already finished.

      Coldan was near him, looking at him with a strange expression in his eyes. “What did you do?”

      “I stopped that Hith.”

      “It looked like… I don’t know what it looked like. Only that I didn’t like it.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. Some of the pain he’d been feeling lingered, but as he remained connected to the elaron, that pain gradually started to fade, disappearing into little more than a memory of what had been there.

      He crouched next to the Hith. The man wasn’t dead. His chest rose and fell, but moved slowly, leaving Hevith wondering how much time he had remaining.

      “How did you know we were here?” Hevith demanded.

      The Hith didn’t look over at him.

      Hevith grabbed him, twisting his head and forcing him to look over. “How?”

      The Hith grunted, a thick cough coming to him as he did. He laughed. “Do you think you can move through here without them knowing?”

      He coughed again and Hevith waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t. He stopped breathing.

      Damn.

      He leaned back, getting to his feet and looking around. The Jahor had finished the fighting and the others, those of the Hith and the regular soldiers they had brought with them, were all down. That left only the Jahor. A few of the fighters were still alive, but from what Hevith could tell, none of the Hith lived.

      “What was that about?” he whispered.

      It was mostly to himself, but with Coldan standing next to him, he just shook his head. “They were trying to test us.”

      “They did test us,” Hevith said.

      “They tested and they failed.”

      Hevith took a deep breath. They had failed. The Hith had sent almost two hundred men out here. Had they expected to be able to overpower Hevith? That wouldn’t surprise him, nor would it surprise him to learn that the Hith had some way of tracking those that they had sent, waiting for them to return. If they didn’t, Hevith would have to be ready for another attack, and the next one would likely be worse.

      What if this was more than just a test?

      He didn’t know what it would be, but he could easily imagine the Hith having something they hoped to learn from them. Thunder rumbled again, this time close as it had been before. It suited his mood.

      “We should get ready,” he said to Coldan.

      “For what?”

      “For the next wave.”
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      The forest loomed before me.

      We went the opposite direction than I had expected to go. After heading to Coynahl, I had expected that we would end up going north, freeing other cities, finding the next line of attack. Eventually as we made our way north, I anticipated that I would find a way to rescue more of my people. I had not expected that we would turn and head back toward the is’anish.

      That was where we needed to go, though.

      The memories from within the ne’rash had told me that we needed to do this.

      “They keep watching us,” Shae said.

      I looked over to her, seeing the way that she held on to the elaron, and the power that flowed through her as she did. I smiled. “When you’re doing that, they will.”

      “What am I doing?”

      “Look at what you’re holding?”

      She wasn’t the only one. Coldan gripped the hilt of his sword, and even Erich held on to a hint of power, a small band of elaron that would allow him to surge his connection more strongly were he to need it. The rest of the soldiers of the Order were ready, watching and trying to see if the Hith would do something threatening. I didn’t expect it, but I also understood that we needed to be careful. Mistakes could easily be made, especially in a war that had been raging for as long as it had.

      The peace was tenuous, but with my new understanding of the ne’rash and how the Hith used it, I had to think that connection could help me understand whether the Hith might attempt something that would pose an increased problem for us.

      “I guess you’re right,” she muttered.

      “You guess?”

      “I’ve never been this close to so many Hith,” she said, her voice lowered as she did.

      “That’s not true. But what is true is that you’ve never been this close to so many Hith who might not want to use you.”

      “Do you really believe it?”

      I looked over to the line of Hith. There were a hundred of them, a few more than what we had in our procession, and from what I’d been able to tell, more of them had a connection to the ne’rash than the Jahor with us had a connection to the elaron. Those with us who did have a connection didn’t always have the strongest one. Some of them were soldiers of the Order, only bound to the elaron in a way that made them stronger.

      “I want to believe it,” I said. “I think we need to believe it.”

      They marched onward. After a while, the Jahor paused at a stream to take a break and the Hith did the same. I made my way over to the Hith, watching for Nevii as I did, and found her near the stream and leading the line of the Hith. As their leader, at least now that we’d chased away the ger’thin, she was responsible for deciding the direction of what they did. She was dressed differently than she had been in the city, now wearing something of a dress that clung to her figure, revealing curves I hadn’t noticed before. She was lovely, though I had to push those thoughts away and be careful. We were on opposite sides of what had once been a war, and I didn’t think that she wanted anything to do with me in that sense.

      “You didn’t say that we’d be traveling this far,” Nevii said.

      “I told you what we’d be doing. The forest is at the edge of your lands.”

      “All are our lands.”

      I tipped my head to the side, frowning at her. “We’ve had that discussion already.”

      “The truce will hold. For now.”

      That had been my first order of business after helping restore the temple. We had needed to find a way to get the Hith to refrain from attacking the Jahor. Nevii had sent word north. Whether that would make a difference or not still remained to be seen. I had my doubts about whether the Hith would listen to her, but she seemed convinced. There was still the likelihood that there were ger’thin in some of the other cities. Perhaps all of them.

      Nevii hadn’t believed in the ger’thin, though, which was why we traveled south. The detour from what I thought was necessary would help. I had to believe that. In order for us to be successful, and to find a lasting peace, they had to understand the same truths that we had come to understand. The problem was that I wasn’t even convinced that I knew the truth. I had thought that I had, but after what I’d seen in the temple, I no longer knew if it was the case.

      “We need to get through the forest, and then you will find the understanding that you want,” I said.

      “If you are lying to us…”

      “I’m not.”

      She frowned at me. It was better than the glares I had been getting. As more of the Hith learned I was the Volatar, they started to watch me with increased suspicion. Though I had helped with their temple, I was still the Volatar. That name had a reputation when it came to the Hith. As I had always intended it to.

      “We should—”

      There was a surge of energy behind me.

      I spun before I had an opportunity to finish telling her what we should do.

      There wasn’t anything about that energy that told me what it was, only that there was a power to it that I suspected came from one of the other great powers. Not the elaron and not the ne’rash, which meant we had to be especially cautious.

      “What is it?” Nevii asked.

      “Do you feel anything?”

      I stared behind us and continued to focus outward, trying to see what it was that I had detected, but I couldn’t come up with the answer. The surge persisted. I believed that I had detected it, only I didn’t know what it was.

      “Be ready,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “For the threat I warned you about.”

      Ne’rash flowed from her, stretching away from her and probing along the road we’d come down, but even as it did, I knew that she wasn’t going to find anything.

      The ger’thin, if that’s what this was, weren’t going to have any difficulty with the ne’rash. They had proven that they were connected to it in a way that allowed them to use it—and manipulate it.

      They still didn’t fully understand the elaron. They had tried. And I had been a part of the reason that they very nearly had succeeded, but as far as I knew, they still didn’t have the knowledge about how to use the elaron that they wanted.

      Connecting the two powers, I pressed them away from me, stretching under the ground using my hold on the ne’rash, letting it guide me.

      There wasn’t anything.

      I would have to try a different approach.

      “I need to return to my people.”

      “I thought you said there might be an attack? Are you going to leave us to it?”

      I shook my head. “Not leaving you to anything, but I need to do something to see what we might be facing and, to be honest, I need to have those I trust watch over me when I do.”

      I turned away and hurried over to find Coldan watching me. “Keep an eye on me.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Searching.”

      I took a seat on the ground and separated into the Place of Knowing.

      It was as easy as it once had been. Having that control over the power was a relief, as was the fact that I no longer warred with the powers that flowed within me. There was a union, of sorts. A settled feeling that I finally felt as if I were able to know both sides of myself in a way that I had wanted to for so long.

      Floating up, I looked around as I felt that power all around. There was a considerable surge of energy from within me, but there was power away from me as well. That with me came from the elaron and the Jahor, but that away was the ne’rash.

      That was strange.

      I hadn’t separated into the Place of Knowing since having my increased connection to the ne’rash. I shouldn’t be surprised that I would be able to use that power in this place, especially as I had seen that the Trilan had that ability, but there was a part of me that worried I wouldn’t be able to mix the two here. If I did come into contact with the ger’thin, I might need to be able to mix the two powers. That was the only way that I knew I could guarantee my safety.

      Moving away from the stream, I headed toward what I had detected. It was back toward the city. In the distance, I was vaguely aware of the temple and the power that was within it, but that wasn’t the focus of what I did now. What I needed to focus on was what I had detected. There would have to be something there that I could find. I was certain that I hadn’t imagined that power.

      Then I saw it.

      A haze covered the ground not far from us.

      Ger’thin.

      That was what it had to be. As I tried to get a sense of how many of them there were, I felt something about the Place of Knowing shift.

      It twisted.

      The Place of Knowing was something I controlled. Not the Trilan. It was my place.

      Still, that power started to tilt, as if it were going to shift on me, and I wasn’t sure I would be able to maintain my control over it. I had seen how the Trilan had been able to force me into a different aspect of the Place of Knowing before, and used that to nearly trap me. I thought that I could resist, especially now that I wasn’t weakened, but I didn’t know if I could…

      Everything twisted.

      I was drawn to the haze.

      Then passed through it.

      Power pressed in upon me.

      It tried to alter my hold over the elaron.

      I had to use the ne’rash to solidify my hold. Mixing the two, I merged those powers as I attempted to keep myself from getting drawn by the ger’thin into whatever they thought they might be able to do to me.

      I would fight.

      I had to fight.

      For now, I would try to understand what they thought that they could do to me.

      There was a pressure around me, but I felt as if I could handle that pressure. I would hold on to it, and I would resist what they were doing and the way that they intended to try to hold me. They weren’t going to be able to force me out of the Place of Knowing if I didn’t let them, and I had no intention of letting them get control over it.

      I had mastery over it.

      Solidifying my barrier, I could feel the source of influence.

      Then I pulled it toward me.

      A smoky presence drifted toward me and I came to see the Trilan.

      I didn’t see his face. I had no idea if the Trilan even had a face. As one of the ger’thin, I now knew that he would be able to take on any form that he wanted. It was possible I had known the Trilan as someone else in the past.

      Not Morad. He was defeated. Not Mother. She was gone.

      I had no idea what form the Trilan would actually take.

      “You have regained your skill,” the Trilan said.

      “Did you think I would not?”

      He was just beyond the hazy barrier I held. I could feel him trying to reach me, but I was protected. For now.

      “I had hoped that you might. It will be more rewarding to destroy the Volatar.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Because you have banished some of my people from Coynahl? Do you think that matters to me?”

      “You’re here. That tells me it matters.”

      “How little you know.”

      I remained focused, holding on to the Place of Knowing, ensuring that I had the elaron and the ne’rash swirling around me, using those powers so that I could keep them within me, to protect myself from the Trilan.

      He wasn’t able to overpower me.

      “I am not surprised to see you here,” I told the Trilan.

      “You have made another mistake, Volatar,” the Trilan said.

      “What mistake did I make this time?” I floated, holding myself in the air, heading toward the Trilan. “It seems I have made quite a few mistakes over the years.”

      “And your greatest was in thinking that you might pose a danger to your betters.”

      “And yours was thinking you couldn’t be killed.”

      I focused on the combination of the elaron and the ne’rash, and began to let that energy fill me. It continued to swirl around, creating a spiraling pattern that I targeted upon the Trilan.

      I was trapped in the haze, held by whatever energy the Trilan had used to draw me forward, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t in control. This was the Place of Knowing. I once again knew the energy of the elaron. I had control over the ne’rash. Those were aspects of the Place of Knowing I had not had before.

      Continuing to hold on to the energy within me, I forced even more power out, and focused it on the Trilan, turning that power upon him.

      I could hear a soft cry from somewhere near me.

      It was almost enough to disrupt what I was doing, the energy I was holding, but I maintained it, refusing to let go.

      The Trilan watched me. “What do you think you are going to be able to do against me?”

      “I intend to destroy you.”

      “You don’t even know who I am.” He flashed a smile. And he withdrew from the Place of Knowing, and for a moment there was a swirling power. In that moment, the Trilan flickered, becoming a little girl. An old man. A boy. A wolf. Then a bird. Each time he changed forms, he flickered back into that strange smoke, before finally resolving back into the subtle shape that he had been before. Within that shape, I sensed his amusement. “What exactly do you think that you know?” he asked.

      And I realized he was right.

      With the ger’thin having the ability to change forms, there might not be any way for me to know who the Trilan was, and what threat I really faced. There might not be any way for me to know how to stop them. That didn’t mean I was unable to do so.

      I could feel for the elaron, and I could feel for the ne’rash, but more than that, I suspected that I could feel for some aspect of the other great power that the ger’thin used, drawing upon that in order for me to try to figure out just what they were attempting to do.

      I focused on the elaron. Adding to it the ne’rash, the energies mingled. That power sizzled, a burst of energy that was greater than what I had released before. I held on to it, and I use that energy in order to try to push against what the Trilan was doing.

      What he was doing was faint and subtle, but I was aware of it.

      It was one of the great powers, but it was one I didn’t fully understand. I suspected that whatever great power he used allowed him to somehow manipulate the form he took on. What I needed was to find some way to overcome his ability.

      I had no idea if there was anything that my connection to the elaron in the ne’rash would allow me to do in order to overcome him and the effect that he had, but I did know that the two powers mixed together were effective in stopping him.

      I called upon the elaron in the ne’rash, trying to form a blade, but in the Place of Knowing, it wasn’t possible for me to summon anything quite so substantial.

      The Trilan laughed at me. “Did you really think that you were going to be able to do that to me here?”

      “I will reach you,” I said to him.

      “You won’t even know me.”

      He pushed, then.

      I suddenly floated, pushed away from the Trilan, pushed out of the haze, and it took me a moment to gain control over the floating, and when I did, I could feel myself drifting.

      I latched on to the energy of the elaron and the ne’rash in the distance.

      That was where I needed to go. I headed back to my people, back to my body. As I floated, I could still feel that power all around me.

      When I reached my body, I opened my eyes, looking over to Coldan. “We need to go.”

      “Where?”

      “Back.”

      “What’s there?”

      “Ger’thin. The Trilan.”

      “Hevith, even if you’re right, is this how you want to play this out?”

      “I am right,” I said, thinking about the haze and the energy that was out there. They were going to be chasing us. How many were there? That was what I didn’t fully know. “We have to stop the Trilan.”

      “Are we prepared?”

      “We are as prepared as we can be,” I said.

      “We aren’t, though. You have said it yourself. We’re trying to get information, and we’re trying to figure out just what they are willing to do, but for us to do that and be effective at it, we are going to need more than what we have already gathered.”

      I looked toward the forest of the distance.

      “I don’t like the idea of running from the Trilan when we know where he is.”

      “What if he’s not even there?”

      “I saw him.”

      “You saw what he wanted you to see.”

      I took a deep breath, looking over to the Hith gathered nearby. “You might be right,” I said softly.

      “I’m glad that you can still admit that.”

      “I don’t like to,” I said.

      Coldan chuckled. “I’m well aware that you don’t like to admit being wrong. I’m just saying that you have already seen how the Trilan has been willing to attack in ways that are incredibly different than what you are accustomed to. It’s possible he might be using this Place of Knowing, even his other people, to draw you in.”

      I had been drawn that way once before. I’d had the Trilan attempt to use me in that way once before. He had focused on power, and he had managed to call to me, forcing me to come to him.

      I should know better. Not just that, I did know better.

      “You’re right,” I said.

      “Say that again?”

      “I said you’re right.”

      “Good. It’s nice hearing that once in a while,” he said, grinning.

      I shook my head. “Then we need to keep going. If we can get to the is’anish, then maybe we can unite them with us.”

      “If that’s what you think is going to be able to happen,” Coldan said.

      “We have to unite all of the factions. That’s the only way we’re going to be able to stop the ger’thin.”

      “They need to unite themselves,” Coldan said.

      “I know they need to, but it’s a matter of whether or not they will.”

      “And if this doesn’t work?”

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, remembering the haze, the power of the ger’thin, and the danger behind us. “If this doesn’t work, then I’m not exactly sure what we will need to do.” I nodded to him. “Get the people ready to go.”

      Coldan nodded. "I will do my best."

      I jogged across the distance over to the stream where I found Nevii. “I found something.”

      She watched me, frowning. “What did you find?”

      “I went to what I call the Place of Knowing, and when I was there, I came across the ger’thin. I came across the one that is known as the Trilan.”

      I watched her, wondering whether or not she would recognize that term. We hadn’t had conversations about the role that the Trilan and the others had, but I suspected she would know more than what she was letting on.

      Her brow furrowed. “The Trilan.”

      “You recognize him?”

      “A dangerous man. He has risen to power and prominence. He demands we follow.”

      “He isn’t Hith.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “You don’t follow him?”

      “We do only because we have no choice. With him as powerful as he is, we have served, but…”

      “But what?”

      “That is for the Hith to know.”

      I frowned at him. “I helped your temple. Please. I have a right to—”

      “You have a right to nothing. You helped, and we’re working with you. There is a truce, however tenuous it might be.”

      “Fine. Then know that the Trilan is behind us, or not. I don’t even know. He wants me to believe that he is behind us, and I think that he intends to chase us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I suspect they are afraid.”

      “These creatures you have mentioned?”

      I nodded. “The ger’thin. They are afraid. They have tried to hide their presence, but we have discovered them. We have discovered the truth about them. We have uncovered what they are willing to do and we have revealed that they are the true danger.”

      “According to you,” she said.

      “Fine. According to me. There are others coming.”

      She looked back along the road that we had ventured along. “Are you sure?”

      “I saw them.”

      “How many?”

      “That’s not quite how it works.”

      “How does it work?”

      I smiled at her, shaking my head. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work quite that way. I am able to detect that there are the ger’thin out there, but I’m not able to count how many they are. That is part of their ability. They are able to hide, masking their presence, and when they do, they can stay concealed, hiding from us.”

      “But you saw the Trilan.”

      “He wanted me to see him,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “I suppose so he could taunt me.”

      “He wanted to draw you in.”

      I shrugged. “That’s what Coldan said.”

      “Then he has some plan that involves you returning.”

      “Again, that’s what Coldan said.”

      “He is probably right,” Nevii said.

      “We need to get to the forest as quickly as we can. I think that it might have some way of opposing the ger’thin, though I’m not entirely sure.”

      “What happens if it doesn’t?”

      “Then we have to fight them.”

      “Can we?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. You have control over the ne’rash, and my people have control over the elaron. I have seen the ger’thin survive an attack from the elaron, but I haven’t seen it with the ne’rash.”

      “I get the sense you aren’t convinced it will be effective,” she said.

      “Because I’m not convinced it will be effective,” I said. “It’s only when I use a combination of the elaron and the ne’rash that I have destroyed them.”

      “There has to be some other way to defeat them,” she said.

      “I would think so, as well,” I said. “Which is why we need to go to the is’anish.”

      “These other creatures,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      Nevii studied me for a moment, and then finally she nodded. “I will get my people ready.”

      “We have to move quickly,” I said.

      “You fear he is that close to us?”

      “Not him, but the others.”

      “Others of these ger’thin.”

      “I don’t know how many there are, but if he wanted us to return so that he could attack us, it tells me that there must be enough that they feel they have the advantage.”

      “Then we must hurry.”

      I raced back over to Coldan, and we started toward the forest.

      Even as we went, I had a sense of pressure behind me, some energy that suggested the presence of the strange other great power behind us, and with that coming toward us, I couldn’t help but feel that we had to move faster. Yet at the same time, I wondered if we would be able to move as quickly as we needed in order to stay ahead of the ger’thin.

      They were potent. We had enough strength with our people, but we also ran the risk of them catching us, finding a way to overwhelm us, and destroying us.

      Even that wasn’t what I truly feared.

      Having seen the way that the ger’thin had managed to manipulate the Hith over the years, what I really feared was them gaining a foothold within the Jahor.

      If they did, they would be unstoppable.
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      The outskirts of the forest loomed in front of us, dark shadows slipping through the branches, and the trees swayed with a gentle breeze that I didn’t feel down here on the ground. The sun sent streamers of light through the branches, and as we reached the edge of the forest, the great power chasing us behind us, I hesitated a moment before guiding the others inside.

      “Go,” I urged to the Jahor. Most of them hurried into the trees, though Coldan waited. Shae and Erich did as well. “You don’t need to stay here,” I said.

      “I’m staying with you,” Coldan said. “I did promise to keep guard over you, or have you forgotten?”

      “You have done that well enough over the years,” I said. “Eventually, you are going to have to rest.”

      “I can rest when I’m dead.”

      I looked at him sadly. “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “You know it might,” Coldan said.

      “I know it might, but I wish it wouldn’t.”

      “Why?” Shae asked.

      I looked over to her, seeing the way that Erich stood close to her. There was a comfort between them, and something more. “Coldan hasn’t managed to live the life he wanted all those years ago,” I said.

      “What life would he have wanted to live?”

      “Well,” I said, looking over to Coldan, smiling slightly. I tried to ignore the pressure of the great power behind us as I waited for the Hith to enter the forest. “I suspect Coldan would have enjoyed farming, finding a beautiful wife, having massive babies filled with the elaron.”

      “Is that right?” Shae asked, looking over to him.

      Coldan just growled softly. “I think the Volatar is spinning tales for you.”

      “The Volatar is only saying what he knows of his friend,” I said.

      “What you knew of your friend.”

      “You don’t want that anymore?” I asked.

      Coldan turned, focusing into the distance. A haze began to drift toward us, and both of us knew that meant the ger’thin were getting close. He gripped the hilt of his sword, squeezing tightly. A hint of elaron flowed through him, glowing brightly.

      “I want to ensure the safety of our people.”

      “If we accomplish that—”

      Coldan turned to me, watching me. “If we accomplish that, then I can begin to look for something else, but until that day, I’m going to be standing by your side, Volatar, and I’m going to be fighting, trying to ensure that not only you are safe, but the Jahor are safe. That is the vow I made all those years ago.”

      He nodded into the distance.

      I turned to see the Hith finishing their entry into the forest. It amused me that they weren’t even willing to go into the forest in the same place that we were, though once we were in the trees, it would be easy to lose them, and we would need to stay close together so that we didn’t get separated.

      If we were to get separated, then we would be doing just what the ger’thin wanted.

      I motioned for Shae and Erich to follow.

      “I don’t know if they are going to be able to reach the forest,” I said, nodding through the darkness. “When we were here before, I had a feeling that there was power here, but knowing what we do of the ger’thin, and that they have some control of the ne’rash, I have to wonder if they might be able to enter here.”

      “Then use the elaron,” Shae said, as if that were something easy to do.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “The elaron,” she said, motioning to the edge of the forest. “The other forest we went to had it.”

      “The tu’alan forest?” Coldan asked.

      Shae nodded. “That one. It had a hint of the elaron within it. I could feel it.”

      “I felt it as well,” Erich said.

      “We don’t know which of the great powers the tu’alan have control over, though I suspect that they have some control over the elaron,” I said. “From what I’ve seen, the other factions have control over various great powers, and not all of them have access to each of the great powers.”

      “The is’anish?” Shae asked, turning and looking behind her.

      “I don’t know. They seemed to be predominantly able to control the ne’rash, but I’m not sure if there is some other aspect to it that I wasn’t able to detect. Seeing as how I only have access to the elaron and the ne’rash, anything else would be beyond me.”

      “But you can feel when a great power is used around you,” Coldan said.

      “I can feel it when it’s powerful enough,” I said. “I can’t tell what great power it is.”

      “What of the great powers do we know?” Shae asked.

      I shook my head. “Now isn’t the time to go into that. I think we need to give some thought to your suggestion.”

      “The elaron?” she asked again.

      “The elaron.” I lingered near the edge of the forest. In the distance, I was able to make out the haze, the movement that I could tell was coming toward us.

      It was drifting gradually closer.

      As it did, the ger’thin would make their way here.

      When they did, then I would have to be concerned about what would happen if the ger’thin were able to enter the forest. I needed to offer whatever protection I could to the is’anish, especially since I was the one bringing the ger’thin in this way.

      I took a deep breath, and focused on the elaron.

      There had to be some way of mixing it with the edge of the forest.

      I didn’t want to stretch it too deep into the forest, not if that was going to somehow affect the is’anish, but could I layer it on the outskirts?

      If I could, then the ne’rash that was already here, the ne’rash that I could feel the moment that we reached the edge of the forest, might mingle with it, and prevent the ger’thin from entering.

      I started stretching out with the elaron.

      “Not like that,” Shae said, touching my arm.

      “How, then?”

      “It’s more like this.”

      She created small filaments of the elaron, and they began to drift, draping outward, catching the branches of the trees.

      “Where did you learn that?”

      “From you.”

      “Did you?”

      “I’m sure I saw you doing something,” she said.

      I frowned. I didn’t remember ever having used the elaron quite like that, but Shae was talented. She had proven that over and over again, especially with how quickly she had grown in her skill and strength. She continued to call upon the elaron, creating filaments much the same way that she had, and letting those drift out and away from her.

      It left me wondering whether or not I would be able to hold on to that quite the same way that she was, but even if I couldn’t, perhaps it didn’t matter. With Shae and her ability to create these filaments, I could have her do it.

      Not only that, but I could have Erich help.

      Erich stood next to her, focusing on the elaron, and he started creating the same strands of power. His weren’t nearly as potent as Shae’s, but Erich had changed considerably in the time that I had known him.

      When the ger’thin had attacked him, drawing power off of him, it had changed something for him. I had hoped that going to the tu’alan, or even perhaps the dwul’ran, would have restored him, but he remained not only tentative, but weaker than he had been before.

      The elaron began to drape over the branches.

      I pulled upon as much elaron as I could, drawing from the Jahor that I felt within the forest near me. I let small filaments stretch outward, and I pushed them up, where they floated before drifting back down, draping along the forest. I held on to that energy as long as I could until I began to feel the elaron within me starting to fade. Only then did I withdraw, retreating once again, and open my eyes, having realized that they were closed.

      “Were you able to do it?” Shae asked. She had stopped before me. Erich had as well.

      “As much as I could. Come on.”

      We headed into the trees, deeper in the forest, and we caught up with the others of the Jahor with us. I weaved through the trees, trying to see if there was any way that I could catch sight of the Hith, but they were moving too quickly, staying in the shadows.

      That was their skill, though. Not only that, but we were in a place of the ne’rash, a place where the Hith would be even more potent.

      “I need to find them,” I said.

      “Then find them,” Coldan said.

      I probed beneath the ground, using the ne’rash in order to do so, letting that energy stretch away from me. The forest here was filled with ne’rash.

      When we had been here before, I hadn’t taken the time to detect that, but now that I did, I could feel the way the ne’rash flowed underneath the ground, stretching from tree to tree, a series of interconnectedness, as if the forest itself had been grown out of the ne’rash.

      Was that the same as what the tu’alan had with their forest? Or perhaps it was the dwul’ran. Either way, the elaron would have flown in a similar way. Perhaps each forest was fortified with whatever great power the people possessed. Now this forest had been laced with the elaron, and though I didn’t know what it might do, I had to at least hope that it would keep the ger’thin from penetrating the forest, reaching us and causing more harm.

      Nearby, I found Nevii and the other Hith.

      I guided us over toward them.

      The Hith suddenly appeared out of the darkness, stepping out of the shadows, and several of them had swords unsheathed. The ne’rash flowed around them, drifting outward, and I held my hand up.

      “We aren’t here to fight,” I said, trying to remind them of the purpose of our visit. “We are here to learn,” I said.

      The Hith stepped back, but they didn’t sheathe their swords.

      Nevii step forward, and she joined me, looking over to the others with her. “They feel the power within the trees,” she said.

      “Just them?” I asked.

      “I feel it as well. We have never been aware of it before.”

      “I suspect you had been at one point,” I said.

      “We would’ve known,” Nevii said.

      “I don’t know if you would have. Your temple of memory might have once told you that, but I think the memories that were within it have been altered over time, now leaving you without the truth.”

      “Perhaps,” Nevii said, and there was a troubled expression on her face.

      “Either way, we can help.”

      “Help with what?”

      “Feel the forest,” I said.

      She frowned at me, but then she used the ne’rash, pressing it deep beneath her.

      I probed along with her, using the ne’rash, stretching beneath the ground, and using that energy to see just what she was doing, the way that she was calling upon the power, and tracing the connections there.

      And there were connections. I could feel those connections, and I was aware that Nevii could feel them as well. She used her hold over the ne’rash in order to trace along them.

      Her breathing practically stopped.

      “How is such a thing possible?” she whispered.

      “Because of the is’anish,” I said.

      “How are they able to control it like this?”

      “You’ll have to ask them when we reach them.”

      “It’s even more than the temple.”

      “It is.”

      She looked over to me. “Is this where you learned it?”

      “I didn’t do anything with your temple.”

      “I was there. I saw it. You used your hold over the ne’rash to try to restore the temple.”

      “I would love to take credit for that,” I said. “And if I thought it might convince you that I could be trusted, then I would tell you whatever you needed me to say, but unfortunately, I had no hand in it. The ne’rash forced its way forward.”

      “You’re saying that the ne’rash wanted the temple to be there.”

      “From the way that I could feel it,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “The temple has been there for longer than the Hith,” Nevii said.

      “What?” I froze, turning to her.

      “The temple. It was there when my people first came. That is one of the memories stored within the ne’rash. I thought you would’ve seen that.”

      “I didn’t have the time that I needed to get through those memories and see if I could uncover everything that existed.”

      “Perhaps not,” Nevii said. “Regardless, that is one of the memories that has been there. The temple existed from a time before my people.”

      I closed my eyes, thinking back to what I had detected when I had been in the small stone room, feeling the ne’rash that had held the memory of the Hith. I had seen a time when their people had moved, migrating to these lands.

      What did that mean? If the temple had been there before, then it meant the Hith had not been the ones to have created it. Could the is’anish have done so?

      “Wouldn’t they have revealed that to me?”

      They didn’t trust me. Of course they wouldn’t. They knew me only as a Volatar. They knew me as someone who was dangerous, willing to attack. Someone who was interested in violence.

      And perhaps that was all I had been.

      “How many other temples have there been in your lands?”

      “Coynahl is the home of the great temple. The others the Hith have created, using what we learned of Coynahl in order to try to replicate it,” Nevii said. I could see from the Hith gathered around her that they were uncomfortable with her sharing. “What does it mean?” Nevii asked.

      “I don’t really know,” I said. “I can only guess.”

      “What is your guess?”

      “That we need to go to the is’anish,” I said.

      “You said that before,” she said.

      “Nothing had changed.”

      There came a pressure against me.

      For a moment, I thought we were under attack from the ger’thin, but then I realized it came from the elaron I had laced over the trees. I turned, focusing on the elaron, but decided to probe and follow the ne’rash, using that energy to guide me to the edge of the forest. We hadn’t gone all that far into the depths of the forest, so whatever the ger’thin were doing to attack the outskirts, it would be easy enough to return and observe, but I didn’t want to return. I wanted to see if I could feel it from where I stood.

      “The attack has begun,” I said.

      “The forest will hold,” Nevii said.

      “I didn’t know if it would or not,” I said. “I added something to try to protect it.”

      “What did you add?”

      “Nothing that harmed it,” I said. “But if you are connected to the ne’rash, then you would be able to feel that.”

      She closed her eyes, squeezing them tight, and I could feel the way she used the ne’rash, sending it streaming under the ground. Gradually, that energy drifted, before finally easing as it neared the edge of the forest.

      “I feel what you have done,” she said.

      “Then you know I didn’t harm the trees.”

      “We will see,” she said.

      “What’s there to see? I didn’t do anything that harms the trees. I have done only what I could in order to try to protect them.”

      The ger’thin weren’t able to penetrate the forest. I could feel the way that they were attacking the elaron, but even as they did, not only was the elaron holding, but the ne’rash managed to hold out as well.

      The combination of the two was enough. It would have to be enough.

      I motioned to Coldan. “We need to get moving.”

      “Are they coming?”

      “Not yet, but they have begun to assault the trees in full.”

      “Is it holding?”

      “It seems to be,” I said.

      “Good.”

      We continued moving through the forest, and now the Hith didn’t move quite as far away from us. I was appreciative of that, but it probably didn’t even matter. As we made our way through the forest, I was able to follow the ne’rash coming off of the Hith. Nevii, along with the other Hith, continue to hold on to their connection to the ne’rash, pushing it downward as they probed, tracing the connection between the trees.

      It was almost as if they marveled at it, or perhaps they simply studied it. Either way, I could feel the way they were using that power, and I was fully aware of how it was stretching away from them.

      Distantly, a greater source of ne’rash began to bloom in front of me. I could feel it starting to pulsate, throbbing in my mind, almost as if I were meant to reach it. When I had been here before, the is’anish hadn’t prevented me from finding their place, but they had prevented me from spending any time there.

      I had to move more quickly.

      Every so often, I was aware of the ger’thin, aware of the way they pressed on the energy around us, aware of the way they assaulted the trees. I needed to use whatever I could to try to prevent them from penetrating the forest, but even as I focused on it, I realize my efforts didn’t matter.

      Either it was going to hold… Or it was not.

      If it did not, then we had to offer whatever protection that we could, but first I wanted to get to the is’anish.

      “I can feel something,” Nevii said, having crossed over and joining us.

      “Yes,” I said. “That is Nearrahn.”

      “Is that a city?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      As we made our way to the forest, I continued to feel the energy of Nearrahn. It practically drew me forward. We moved as quickly as we could, sliding through the trees, and as we went, I could feel the energy continuing to build, that power of the ne’rash filling me. As it did, I sensed considerable energy out there, the kind of energy and power that I had been aware of before when I had come here, but not nearly as acutely as I was now.

      Why should I notice it much better now?

      Perhaps it was only because my control over the ne’rash had been limited before. The is’anish had freed something within me, connecting me, and they had helped rescue me from the anger that had filled me when it came to the ne’rash. I had them to thank for my ability.

      The trees began to thin. As we approached, I stared for a moment. I could feel the energy there. Every so often, I caught sight of movement up in the trees. We started to slow.

      “Look up into the trees,” I said. “The is’anish are following us.”

      I could feel them, though it was only because of the connection to the ne’rash.

      I pushed outward, connecting down, through the forest. As I neared the great heart of Nearrahn, I began to probe the ne’rash into it. I could feel the need to do so. I could feel the energy that was there, the way I could draw that power out, and as I did, I continued to squeeze that energy away from me, stretching it outward, wanting only to reveal to the is’anish that I was here.

      “I can feel something,” Nevii said.

      “Focus on Nearrahn,” I said.

      “What happens when I do?”

      “You reveal your intention,” I said.

      “Is that what happened when you came here the last time?”

      “When I came here the last time I didn’t have any real control over the ne’rash. I feared it.”

      “Why would you fear something like that?” Nevii asked.

      “Because when I was reaching for the ne’rash, I was filled with rage and anger and was unable to control it.”

      “You have to be able to move past that,” Nevii said.

      “At the time, I wasn’t able to. I tried, but I didn’t know how to.”

      Even now, the fact that I was able to have control over the ne’rash still surprised me. It was useful, and I needed to draw as much of that control as I could, if only to use that energy, to use that control, in order to have a greater understanding of what was taking place.

      As we approached Nearrahn, I could feel even more is’anish joining us. They were up in the trees, moving carefully, slowly, but they were coming toward us. At some point, I wondered if we might be delayed or stopped altogether. The is’anish were protective of Nearrahn, and when I had come here before, I had been permitted to approach, but then I had been asked to leave. They didn’t want me there. They either didn’t care for me, or they didn’t care for the fact that I was the person I was.

      I had an idea, though. The is’anish knew me as the Volatar. They knew me as the one who had perpetuated the war with the Hith. I hadn’t been gone all that long from here. Certainly not long enough for them to believe that I had changed dramatically. Of course, my change had not come recently. The change that I had known, the change that I had experienced, had come when I had gone after the Trilan.

      That was when everything changed for me. I had chased down power that at the time had felt dangerous and violent, but in hindsight, it was that power that allowed me to learn more about myself. It allowed me to realize that not only was I connected to the elaron, but the ne’rash as well. It was that change that had given me the ability to defeat the ger’thin.

      We reached the base of the massive trees. As I looked up, staring at the trees, I could feel the ne’rash flowing through them.

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like this,” Nevii said.

      “Very few have,” I said.

      “How is such a thing here that we have not detected before?”

      “Have you explored the forest?” I asked her.

      “We have tried,” she admitted. “We made it into the trees, but our people wound their way through here but then returned without finding anything.”

      “I suspect that Nearrahn has pushed them away.”

      “Perhaps,” Nevii said. “I could feel how such a thing would be possible, but strangely, it seems as if today it wants to call us to it.”

      “I feel the same,” I said.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the ne’rash that flowed beneath the forest.

      Rather than probing toward Nearrahn, I went outward, to the edge of the forest, searching to see just what the ger’thin might be doing as they attacked. When I did, I didn’t feel any sort of pressure that was out there, nothing other than the way the elaron was laced along the trees. Hopefully that meant the ger’thin hadn’t penetrated the forest, but it was possible that they had figured out some way of getting through.

      I looked to Coldan, and he turned, grabbing several other Jahor of the Order and arranging the middle line.

      Nevii frowned. “What was that about?”

      “We need to be ready if the ger’thin attack.”

      “You said that your people wouldn’t be effective against them.”

      “They might not be,” I said. “That doesn’t mean that we won’t try.”

      She nodded. “I will send mine as well.”

      She didn’t even need to turn to communicate with them. The ne’rash flowed out from her, connecting to the other Hith. I had fought the Hith many times, and I had dealt with trying to overwhelm them countless times, but I had never seen the way they used the ne’rash to connect to each other, to communicate to each other.

      That explained much.

      Now that I could feel the ne’rash flowing, I was aware of what they were doing, and I thought I could even replicate it, though I wouldn’t dare do that to Nevii, not if it meant betraying the tenuous trust had started to take hold between us.

      “Have the Hith always communicated like that?” I asked softly.

      “Perhaps not quite like that,” Nevii said.

      “Why? What has changed?”

      She turned to me, frowning. “You, Volatar.”

      As she said it, a burst of ne’rash struck, and it lifted me.

      I was carried up to the tree.

      When I landed on the branch, I braced myself, holding on to the ne’rash, readying the elaron, but not drawing it forward. I didn’t want to call upon power that might anger the is’anish.

      I looked over, and realized that Nevii had been carried with me.

      Her eyes were wide as she looked around her, but she reacted quickly, compensating for the sudden change, and she began to pull upon the ne’rash, pushing it down through Nearrahn, focusing on the power within the tree.

      “How did they do this?” she whispered.

      “You’ll have to ask them.”

      “Who?”

      One of the is’anish approached. It was the elder. I had seen him when we were here before, though he was also the one who had dismissed me. He was small, thin, and shadows swirled around him. His long arms and long legs seemed almost gangly, but he moved along the branch of the tree easily, gliding upon the ne’rash. The others like him surrounded him, leaving me moving carefully, not wanting to irritate them. I held on to my power, but did so cautiously. He strode along the branch, the ne’rash guiding him, holding him upright, and he reached us, pausing for a moment.

      “You have returned, Volatar,” he said.

      “We need your help with the ger’thin,” I said.

      “We cannot battle our cousins,” he said.

      “I’m not asking you to battle your cousins, I’m just asking you to help us.”

      “And why would I help?”

      “I think because you wanted me to go to Coynahl,” I said.

      “Why would I have wanted that?”

      I looked over to Nevii. I hadn’t been certain, not really, but the longer that I spent with Nevii, the more that I learned from her, even accidentally, the more I began to question how much of a role the is’anish had with them. And here the is’anish—and the tu’alan—had made it sound as if they didn’t get involved in the activities of men, but I suspected that wasn’t quite true.

      “The temple is restored,” I said.

      “Temple?”

      I pushed out with the ne’rash, letting it flow through the branch toward the elder. Several other is’anish suddenly appeared, surrounding me.

      The elder raised his hand, holding it out, blocking them from doing anything. I created an image of the temple, the way the ne’rash had flowed up from the ground, creating something different, something greater, and then I released the illusion, letting it disappear into nothing.

      “The temple.”

      “How is it you were able to do this?” the elder asked.

      “I let the ne’rash guide me.”

      “And how were you able to do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “When I first came to you, I didn’t really understand the ne’rash.” I looked around, and realized that there were a dozen, possibly more, is’anish all around me. I could feel them and their connection to the ne’rash, and I could feel the way they surrounded me, ready to throw me from the tree. I had a feeling that if they were to do so, there wouldn’t be much I could do to catch myself and protect myself. Which meant that I had to try to convince them. Which meant starting with convincing the elder.

      “I left here understanding the ne’rash in a way that I hadn’t before. I don’t know if that is something you gave me, or if that’s something that came with experiencing this place.”

      “I would have given you nothing,” the elder said.

      “Then perhaps Nearrahn granted me that,” I said.

      “Nearrahn would not have,” he said.

      “Because I’m not is’anish?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Then I don’t know. All I know is that when I left here I came away with knowledge and understanding I did not have before.”

      The elder watched me, and said nothing. I didn’t expect him to really say much of anything, and yet, there was a feeling from him, almost as if he were unhappy with my presence here. For that matter, I was unhappy with my presence here.

      “I need to know more about the ger’thin,” I said.

      “Why would we share with the Volatar anything we know?”

      I paused a moment, thoughts racing, though I had already considered how I would address the Hith. I had known for a while I would need to. The challenge was in what I needed to say to them.

      “You asked that when I was here before, but I didn’t have an answer. At the time, I believed that what I had done, and who I had become, was enough reason for you to ignore me, and for you to ignore what was taking place—but now I know that we cannot ignore what is happening around us.”

      The is’anish elder watched me, saying nothing. The other is’anish around us continued to probe, sending the ne’rash outward.

      I focused on it, trying to detect whether there was anything out there that I might be able to determine from the way they were pulling upon power, but was not able to do so. Even as I called on that energy, I could not feel anything different than what there was before.

      I could tell that Nevii used her control over the ne’rash as well. She probed, sending her power through Nearrahn, down through the trees, and likely out so that she could detect something more. Even as I felt it, I had to wait, concerned that perhaps I was mistaken.

      Finally, the is’anish elder turned toward me. “You have brought others who control the ne’rash with you.”

      I nodded. “I have.”

      “Interesting. I would not have expected that you were willing to work with them.”

      “I didn’t think I had much of a choice. With everything we have to deal with, there is going to be danger, and were going to need support.”

      “We are,” Nevii said.

      I looked over to her, and could feel the ne’rash flowing from her. I couldn’t tell anything else. I turned my attention back to the is’anish elder, waiting for a response, but I felt something else. Something more concerning.

      It came from nearby.

      It was a feeling of power, of something trembling near me, a surge of energy that not only suggested we were under some sort of attack, but it gave me an idea of what sort of attack it was.

      The ger’thin.

      I could feel it.

      It came from the edge of the forest, distantly enough that I recognized it was there, though I wasn’t sure that I was going to be able to do anything about it. I tried to push outward with my control over the ne’rash, but that wasn’t going to be enough.

      What I needed was something else.

      The others were holding on to the ne’rash.

      What I needed was to test the elaron.

      I wasn’t sure if I dared. Holding on to the combination of those powers, I probed outward, but even as I did, I couldn’t tell whether there was anything I would be able to safely do.

      I pushed out again, letting more power out from me, and this time, I could feel the energy erupting, borrowing from the elaron, borrowing from the Jahor, and as I pushed that power out, I realized that the others were adding to it, giving it willingly. I sent streamers of power away from me, letting it flow out and drift into the forest.

      I could feel the is’anish elder looking over at me, but I ignored him, focusing instead on those fine filaments of power I pressed away from me as I stretched out through the forest.

      “They are coming,” I said to Nevii.

      “I can feel something,” she said.

      “That is the ger’thin.”

      “They wouldn’t attack here,” the is’anish elder said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “They would not risk that.”

      “I have seen they are willing. I saw them attack the tu’alan. I helped push them back, but even then we barely managed to withstand the attack.” We had tried, and the more that we had fought, the more that we had battled, the more I had begun to wonder whether or not I would be able to withstand an ongoing attack.

      We needed to find a way to stop them.

      I mixed the elaron, continuing to let it flow out from me, not sure if it was even going to be enough for what we needed to do, but I had to continue to try. I could feel the way the ger’thin were pushing up against us, the energy they were using, and I knew that whatever power they held on to was almost more than what we could withstand.

      The is’anish were doing something.

      There was a shifting of the ne’rash.

      It flowed through the ground, away from them, but as it did so I recognized something else.

      A shifting.

      The ger’thin were changing the approach. They were using a different style of attack. And within that, they would be able to overwhelm the is’anish. They would be able to overwhelm anything we did.

      We had to try something different.

      “Can you feel it?” I asked Nevii.

      “Feel what?”

      There was a hint of irritation from her. It was the same sort of irritation I had seen when I had come across the Hith when I had first gone to Coynahl. It was the same sort of irritation that suggested to me that the ger’thin would succeed.

      Maybe I had made a mistake in coming here.

      I shifted my focus, turning it to Nearrahn.

      As soon as I did, I could feel the changing of the attack.

      The ger’thin were targeting Nearrahn.
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      Hevith was tired.

      They’d been fighting for the better part of the last few days, long enough that he couldn’t help but feel as if they’d made a terrible mistake. Each wave of attacks left him troubled by the Hith’s willingness to fight and to throw lives away simply to try and stop them, though with each wave, they were slowed. Not stopped. They hadn’t managed to stop them, and Hevith no longer knew if that was even the intention. He wondered if they had been pushing so hard simply because they were trying to slow their progress.

      Faint moonlight filtered through the cloudy sky, and he looked up, wiping moisture off his face. Sweat, not rain like there had been the night before.

      “How are you holding up?” Coldan asked, approaching while still holding his sword unsheathed.

      “As well as I think can be expected.”

      Coldan surveyed the battlefield. That was what it was. As much as Hevith wanted to deny that they were on a battlefield, there was no point in it. Men had died. Hundreds upon hundreds of men. Very few of the Hith were among them.

      The Hith had continued to throw their soldiers at the Jahor.

      The second attack had come shortly after the first. There had been more men involved, and the attack had been brutal, but short lived. The Jahor had dispatched the fighters, having little trouble with them. When they were done, Hevith had asked them to break camp and make their way south.

      Few had questioned.

      Now they were finished with the fourth attack. Much like the last—and the one before it—there hadn’t been many of the Hith involved. They had wanted to make their presence known, but it hadn’t seemed to Hevith that they wanted anything more than that.

      “We haven’t lost many,” Coldan said. “We’re doing well.”

      Hevith looked at the Jahor with them. He wouldn’t have expected them to have lost many men. The soldiers they fought were outmatched by the Jahor, who were simply faster and stronger. The connection to the elaron gave them gifts that allowed them to move through the soldiers with precision and skill.

      “I don’t know if this is ‘well’.”

      Coldan squeezed his arm. “This is war, Hevith. This is what we’re going to have to face in order for us to free our people. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      Hevith just nodded. There wasn’t any point in denying it. He did want his people to be free, but he also wanted them to have a chance to live.

      What if the Hith forced some of the Jahor to fight?

      Hevith had thought of that during the second attack.

      He didn’t want to think of Jahor fighting Jahor, but that was a possibility. It was the horrible kind of thing that he could imagine the Hith, and the Vicenz, forcing them to do.

      “We need to keep moving,” he said.

      “It’s late. The men are tired. We should rest. We can regroup.”

      “If there’s another attack—”

      “Then we would be better off having rested and being prepared for it.” Coldan guided him away from the edge of the battleground. Hevith had been standing and staring for longer than he knew, and maybe it was best that Coldan move him away. All it did was leave him troubled by what they had been doing, troubled by the possibility that they had been slaughtering other Jahor. “You should get some rest as well.”

      “I don’t need as much rest.”

      Coldan grunted. “Don’t use my line on me.”

      “It’s a line?”

      Coldan smiled tightly. “I don’t need nearly as much sleep as I once did, but that doesn’t mean that I need none. There is still a benefit from getting some rest.”

      “I suspect it allows the elaron within you to recover.” Hevith tried to think about things in terms of what he knew and could understand. He didn’t want to think about fighting anymore, though the fighting needed to happen, regardless of how much he would want to stop it.

      “Maybe that’s all it is. Whatever it is, I find I function better if I get rest. I know the same has to be the case for you. We can’t have our Volatar ending up injured if you’re supposed to lead us.”

      “I haven’t done much in the way of fighting the last few battles.”

      Coldan had prevented him from doing so. Hevith had resisted, but the idea of using the elaron to cut down common soldiers didn’t sit well with him. And when he had started to think that some of the soldiers might be Jahor, he had realized that he would not fight Coldan trying to protect him.

      “You will have to do plenty of fighting when we face the Hith near Vor. We need for you to be ready—and able. If we lose you…”

      Hevith shook his head. “If you lose me, there will be others who can coordinate with the Jahor.”

      “Maybe. But will they? Think of all we’ve seen in the time that we’ve been traveling together. None had been willing to fight the Hith until you came along.”

      Hevith took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      It was time for him to try something different.

      He didn’t want to fight, but he didn’t want his people to potentially suffer, either. Which meant that he would have to try to protect them.

      That meant seeing if there were other Jahor that he might be able to reach out to.

      It had been a while since he’d used the elaron to try to connect to the Jahor, but he needed to do it now. Hevith let Coldan guide him to the center of the makeshift camp. It was where he had spent most of his time during the battle and now that it was over, he returned, taking a seat on a small stump that he’d found during the fighting.

      Closing his eyes, he focused on the elaron.

      It was a need to summon.

      He needed to find that summons, but first he had to see if there was something that he might be able to connect to. Hevith used the elaron all around him, connecting to the people in the camp, letting that power flow as he did. There was a considerable amount of power here, and as he reached for it, he focused it the way he had once done while using the inestar.

      The energy came to him like a memory.

      Hevith remembered just how to hold on to that power, and he remembered the way that power flowed, and he thought that he could remember how to sharpen it in a way that would permit him to focus it so that he could summon the Jahor.

      If the Hith were going to use the Jahor against him, then he was going to see if there was anything he could do to prevent it. He would find a way to summon to them.

      The connection came to him readily. Hevith held on to that power and let it seep out from him slowly. When it did, there was a hint of energy that continued to leave him, drifting outward.

      Then he pushed.

      That was the key with using the power like the inestar.

      He had drawn on the energy of the people around him. There were enough people and enough power that he could use all of that so he could feel that power as it flowed, and he could find a way to ensure they weren’t going to lose that power.

      Hevith pressed it away.

      The Jahor he borrowed from seemed alerted to what he was doing. He could feel them turn toward him, as if they were suddenly attuned to the way that he summoned that power, and then they waited, breaths baited for what he might do next.

      The power surged out and away from him, stretching into the night. That power flowed toward Vor. There was a hint of a resistance.

      He focused, harnessing the elaron as he tried to continue to focus it, needing to have that power tightened into a band of power that would enable him to create the summons they were after. That was the key to the inestar.

      Yet the way that Hevith now used power was different. With the inestar, it had been about calling the Jahor, and in this case, he wasn’t trying to call to them so much as he wanted to reach out and send a message. Would it even work?

      Then he felt something else. A feeling of something answering.

      That wasn’t imagined. He was certain of it. He felt that there was something out there, and he could use that something he felt to ensure they were able to call to the Jahor. Unfortunately, because he felt it, he realized that his concern had been right. There were Jahor out there. They had been used against them.

      How many?

      Would he be able to detect that through his connection to the elaron?

      He should be. In his mind, he thought about that power and he thought about how that power worked. There should be a way for him to connect with it and reach for the energy within each of the Jahor.

      Unless they didn’t know that they had energy.

      It was possible that they didn’t. Even if they did, it was possible that they didn’t have enough for him to act upon. He had to try to use whatever he could and see if the answering call he had detected would be enough for him to be able to find more answers from them.

      He probed. There was an answer to it.

      He could feel the way that power surged in response, and he continued to push, letting out as much of the power as he dared.

      Then he counted.

      There were a dozen or more near him. Near enough that he suspected they didn’t have long before the next attack. There were probably another dozen, possibly two dozen, that were not much farther. Then there were many. Hundreds.

      That had to be Vor.

      He tried to let them know that they were here. Using the elaron, he attempted to send the kind of power that he thought would be necessary to let them know that they were coming to help, though if the Hith had forced them to serve and fight, it was possible that they wouldn’t receive his message—or wouldn’t know what it meant.

      They would have to be careful during the fighting.

      Someone shouted near him.

      The fighting had returned.

      He turned his attention to those that he knew were nearest him. That was a dozen Jahor, all caught up in the war. If they were with the attackers, he needed to trigger them in a way that would let them know they didn’t need to attack. Somehow he would have to let them know that they had someone coming for them who would free them—who would help them.

      Power surged.

      Not just an attack, but an attack that brought the Hith with it.

      He could feel the energy of it coming toward him. There was a significant surge of that ne’rash, and within that was an energy that told him they were close.

      They were trying to pull him away.

      Hevith could feel it. The ne’rash filled the air. A dark energy, and one that he felt sizzling deep within him. It made him long for the staff of fyrwood to pull away that power and redirect it, but he’d lost it.

      The Jahor were the key.

      He triggered that power.

      Letting the elaron flow out from him, he made a point of using the elaron in a way that would send the alert he needed to those who were coming close. Hevith felt that power out there and could feel the response to him.

      He had to target them, to alert that dozen of the Jahor about who they were and what it meant for them to have that power.

      Maybe they wouldn’t even know.

      Hevith couldn’t hold back. They all needed to use that power. If he were going to free the Jahor, it was going to involve him finding that power within himself and using that so that he could help his people.

      “What are you doing?”

      Hevith opened his eyes and saw Coldan storming toward him, his entire body seeming to glow with the pale light of the elaron.

      “I’m calling to the Jahor.”

      “We’re right here. You don’t have to call to us. Damn, Hevith, we can feel what you’re doing. It’s making it difficult to fight.”

      He didn’t think anything he was doing should be making it more difficult for the others to fight. He thought if anything, it would have made it easier. They would be aware of how they were the Jahor, they would be aware of the others who needed help, and they would be aware of the Hith.

      “It feels like you’re trying to tell us something. I want to pause and listen.” Coldan stopped near him and he turned so that he looked around him. He swept his sword in a small circle, the blade almost carving against the darkness. “I don’t know if you can focus whatever you’re doing so that you only send that message to those who aren’t already with you, but it would be better for us if you could.”

      Hevith hadn’t tried that. He didn’t know if he had that level of control with it. Using the power of the inestar, without the inestar, meant that he would have to try to pull together aspects of it in a way he hadn’t attempted before. As he pulled on that power, Hevith could feel some part of it trying to call to him, letting that power out so that he could surge it away from him.

      “I can see what I could do differently,” he said.

      “That would be for the best. We don’t want to delay. There are Hith out there, and they are—”

      Coldan didn’t have an opportunity to finish what they were. There came a surge of the ne’rash, a blast of it that flowed outward from the darkness. Hevith reacted, pulling upon the elaron as quickly as he could, but didn’t know if he was quick enough.

      He formed a barrier around them.

      It was weak, at least at first.

      Coldan darted away from him, disappearing into the darkness.

      Hevith couldn’t maintain the connection to what he’d been doing with the elaron before, and was no longer able to continue the summons. He had to focus more on the power that was within him and holding on to the barrier. If he let it go…

      He didn’t know what would happen if he released it. It was possible he would lose control over it and that the Hith could attack, but it was equally possible he would be able to refocus on what he attempted.

      Hevith shifted the attack.

      He had to be the one to use the elaron in a way that would help the people. He drew that power into him, calling it off the Jahor. He needed to fill himself with that power, and as he did, he maintained his hold on it, letting it surge through him. Hevith drew from some deep place within him and gradually began to focus again, honing the connection to the power and readying for a way to push it out.

      There was a strange tingle against him.

      That seemed to come from outside of the fighting.

      Hevith tried to focus so that he could uncover the source of the tingling, but he couldn’t tell what it was. Only that it came from nearby. It might be from the Jahor near him, but if that were the case, then Hevith didn’t know why he would be so attuned to it now.

      As he looked around him, there was fighting everywhere he turned. Jahor battling with others near them. Every so often, he would feel something more, a surge of power he suspected came from the ne’rash, but couldn’t tell the direction to it. The Hith were there, and they would be attacking, only Hevith didn’t know where.

      The Jahor needed him to find it.

      He called on the elaron sword and strode forward. He had to find the Hith.

      The power was out there. He could feel it rising.

      The light coming off of the elaron sword continued to glow, pushing back the darkness. Hevith strode forward until he reached the edge of the fighting. The other Jahor were there, and one of the men glanced over to him briefly, but Hevith didn’t have a chance to tell what they were doing. He could focus only on the power that was within him.

      He exploded the elaron toward the Hith.

      When he came across the Hith, he was different than some of the others he’d faced. He wore dark leathers, and carried two swords, one in either hand. He was massive—enormous like Coldan.

      Could he be connected to the ne’rash the same way that Coldan was connected to the elaron?

      Hevith would have to be careful. Pulling on the elaron might risk draining the Jahor with him.

      The Hith looked at his elaron blade. Darkness swirled along the length of his swords. He darted forward.

      Hevith reacted.

      That was all that he could do. There wasn’t the time for him to do much of anything else. Only respond to the movements of the man standing across from him. As he did, he could feel the power flowing from the soldier, but that wasn’t what he was most concerned by. It was the ne’rash attached to his swords.

      One of the swords swept toward him.

      Hevith ducked.

      He slipped under one attack, managing to avoid the first strike, but the other sword swept around, nearly catching him.

      Hevith reacted, barely able to surge enough of the elaron so that he could push upward with power.

      It allowed him to block the Hith, but the elaron sword faded.

      The Hith sneered at him.

      He was more powerful than any of the Hith that he had dealt with before.

      Hevith borrowed from the others with him. Light streamed off him, glowing softly.

      The Hith stood illuminated.

      Darkness suddenly swirled around him.

      He could do the same as Hevith. Power flooded from the Hith, more than what Hevith was able to push back against.

      The Hith sneered at him.

      If he could summon the ne’rash, pull it off and return that power to them, then he wouldn’t have to draw upon quite so much power from the Jahor.

      The Hith stepped toward him.

      Hevith lowered himself, ducking beneath the next attack.

      The Hith was too large for him to try to slam into him. That had worked for Hevith in the past, but against a man of this size, Hevith doubted that it would be effective. It would be better for him to find a way to use the elaron, but even better if he could eliminate him as a threat altogether.

      Strangely, the Hith hadn’t said anything to him.

      He called on the elaron.

      The Hith started toward him, swords raised in front of him, a dark expression on his face. The elaron started to swirl out from Hevith. It was uncontrolled and dangerous.

      The Hith swung his blades at him.

      Hevith staggered back.

      Elaron surged from him.

      Suddenly, there came an answering call.

      The Jahor were there.

      Dozens of them. Coldan among them. They answered the call Hevith hadn’t made intentionally, but he’d made nonetheless.

      They targeted the Hith.

      Hevith got to his feet. He sent the elaron through the others with him, connecting them. Light bloomed from within them, a burst of power. They reacted, turning to the Hith, carving toward him as they attacked.

      None struck.

      He was too powerful. He was too connected to the ne’rash.

      That didn’t matter to the Jahor. They had numbers.

      An onslaught of power came at the Hith.

      He tried to fight it back, but he was forced away.

      Hevith smiled tightly. This wasn’t about him. It was about the Jahor.

      He pushed more elaron out. That energy flowed from him, to the Jahor, and then beyond.

      The Hith called upon more of the ne’rash. When he did, he pushed Hevith and the others back, but only for a moment.

      Darkness swirled around him.

      Hevith darted into the darkness, using the elaron to carve through it.

      When he did, the Hith was gone.
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      Hevith made his way through the field, forcing himself to look at the bodies of the fallen. Dawn started to break, but it didn’t bring with it any sense of hope. Only a feeling of loss. So many had died.

      “What are you looking for?” Coldan asked, trailing behind Hevith.

      He took a deep breath, smelling the awful stench of death. The foul stink of men with bowels split open mixed with the coppery tang of blood in the air. “I’m looking for any of the Jahor who might have been with them.”

      “We didn’t see any Jahor.”

      He turned to Coldan. He was uninjured, much like so many of the Jahor had been uninjured during the attacks. Hevith should take solace in that, though he struggled to do so. Blood stained his cloak, but he’d learned that it wasn’t his. “Would you know?”

      “We would know. Hevith, we’re trying to keep ourselves alive as we make our way to Vor.” Coldan crossed the distance to stand next to him as they looked out over the small hillside. “You’re going to have to get used to this. This is war. Men die in war.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “The alternative is that we will lose the Jahor. Is that what you want?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. He knew that it wasn’t, but that didn’t mean he wanted so many to suffer and die because of what he did.

      This was on him.

      These were his people. This was his war.

      They’d headed south, intending to find the Hith, and they had. This was what they had wanted. When they’d been in the north, he had believed that he would be able to take on the Hith and root them out, remove them as a threat, but hadn’t counted on the way the Hith would use the others with them. He hadn’t counted on how they would draw others in and force them to serve in their war. He hadn’t planned for them bringing so many regular soldiers into this.

      He should have.

      It showed a lack of planning that he hadn’t counted on.

      “I begin to understand why the Jahor moved north. At least as much as they could,” Hevith said. “I’ve blamed them for hiding, but maybe I should give them more credit.”

      “They’ve hidden, but there are others who still need us,” Coldan reminded.

      He looked over to him. When he closed his eyes, focusing on the elaron, sending it out in replicated power that was similar to that of the inestar, he could feel them out there. He knew they were there.

      Other Jahor.

      That was what Hevith had to keep in mind.

      They were there. And they needed his help.

      Coldan was right.

      Hevith had to harden himself.

      This was war, but it was a war the Hith had started. It was a war that Hevith would end. He had to end it in order for his people to have safety.

      “What would you do if we can end the war?” Hevith asked.

      “You ask that as if it’s a guarantee.”

      Hevith shrugged. “One way or the other, we will be ending the war. I like to think that we can find a measure of peace.”

      “I don’t know what that might look like,” Coldan said.

      “That’s just the problem. We don’t know what it would look like.” He looked over to his friend. “When I look at you, I see you returning to someplace like your home. A farm. Getting married and having children. Normalcy.”

      Coldan glanced down at himself. “I don’t know if there is any normalcy. After what’s happened…”

      “Nothing has happened that can’t be undone.”

      “You’ve changed me. This war has changed me. There is much that can’t be undone. Perhaps it is better that I’m pulled away from that normal life. There is no normalcy.” Coldan stared off into the distance, and his voice fell off at the end.

      Hevith sighed. “Maybe not for us. For others, though. I feel like we owe it to them.”

      “And if we encounter another one like that last Hith?” He looked around at the other Jahor. “You won’t be able to save them all.”

      

      Hevith nodded. “Not all.” As much as he hated to acknowledge it, that was the truth. “As many as we can. To do so, we need to find out whatever we can about that one. He was different than the other Hith we’d faced. I think he was calling on the ne’rash in the same way that I call on the elaron.”

      “That would make him incredibly dangerous.”

      “Which we knew we would have to deal with,” Hevith said.

      Coldan just nodded. “We knew. That doesn’t mean we have to like it.”

      Hevith smiled. “No. It doesn’t.”

      “We will see what we can learn from the others here.”

      He turned to Coldan. “Others?”

      “We didn’t kill all of them. Most are Inath regulars. They’re soldiers, but they weren’t planning on fighting Jahor of the Order.”

      “Inath shouldn’t have been involved in this,” Hevith mused, thinking of the maps that he’d once studied. That time seemed so impossibly long ago, long enough that it seemed more than a memory; it seemed something lost to time. “Maybe Granel, or Lopren. Not Inath.”

      “They all carried Inath markings,” he said.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Hevith said.

      “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Inath was farther to the south. Far enough that their regular soldiers shouldn’t have been pulled to the north like this. “What do you think the Hith are after by pulling the Inath this far to the north?”

      “That’s beyond me.”

      Hevith cocked his head to the side, frowning. “Only because you don’t want to put your mind to it.”

      “I’d rather fight.”

      “I’ve seen that, but you have more to offer than just fighting.”

      “I can protect you. With what we’ve faced, I think you’re going to need someone who will watch after you. Can’t have our new leader getting cut down when he’s supposed to be uniting us.”

      Hevith followed Coldan as they headed out into the field of the dead and dying. As Coldan had said, Hevith could see the Inath markings on the chests of most of the dead. Not all though. Some had different markings. There were those from Lopren. Then Justem. A few from Vor.

      “They’re forcing the men to fight as one army,” Hevith said.

      “They claim they’re building an empire.” Coldan looked down at two men who’d died next to each other. They had markings for different countries. What had once been different countries. Now they were a part of the Hith empire. “I’ve fought with men I didn’t know before. You fight not to die. But if you get to know a man, you get to know where he’s from, you start to fight for a different reason. You’re fighting to keep your brother alive.”

      Hevith breathed out. Having these men from different places all together could have gone two ways for the Hith. They could either unite them into one army, or they might just be throwing bodies at whatever they might face as they claimed land in the north. Seeing what Hevith had of how they used the Hith, he couldn’t help but think they were just throwing bodies at them.

      “We’re going to have to find a way to stop them and not slaughter all of the regulars.”

      Coldan looked down at the battlefield. “We can try, but we’re going to protect our own, Hevith. This is about living. If it comes down to it, and if we need to find a way to ensure that we’re safe, then we will do it. I don’t want to sacrifice any of the Jahor to try to ease through a war.”

      Hevith nodded. It was best not to argue this with Coldan, mostly because Hevith wasn’t convinced that Coldan was wrong. “How long do the men need before we can move?”

      “Well, we didn’t get much rest the night before, and now that the big Hith escaped, we have to—”

      A groan near them caught their attention.

      Hevith spun, looking to see who still lived.

      A man lay on the ground bleeding from a wound to his belly. He held on to it and tried to sit up and cough but couldn’t.

      Hevith crouched next to him. There was a strange twinge of energy from the man.

      Elaron.

      Hevith’s breath caught.

      This man had a connection to the elaron. It meant he was Jahor who’d been forced to serve the Hith.

      Hevith glanced to the emblem on his shoulder and saw a marking for Vor. One of the locals. Had the Hith known that he had a connection to the elaron? It was unlikely, otherwise they probably wouldn’t have sent him north. Unless he had come willingly. A Jahor willing to fight other Jahor.

      “Easy,” Hevith whispered.

      The man coughed and looked over to him, his eyes wide.

      Hevith focused on the elaron. He could feel it within the man. It was faint. A distant connection. Distant enough that he didn’t know how much strength this man would even have.

      There would have to be some.

      Hevith started to reach for the elaron to bridge it to the man and allow him to recover when he felt Coldan’s hand on his shoulder.

      “What are you doing?” Coldan asked.

      “I’m trying to help him. He’s Jahor.”

      “He’s dying. If you help him—”

      “He might survive,” Hevith said.

      Coldan didn’t release his grip. “Might. But what happens if he takes the gift that you offer him and turns it against us?” Coldan looked at the bodies littering the ground before turning back to Hevith. “We have an advantage now, but for how much longer? If you allow them the same resource that we have, what will become of our soldiers?”

      Hevith licked his lips. “He’s Jahor.”

      “He’s with them,” Coldan said.

      “We don’t know if he came by choice. It’s possible he was forced to serve.”

      “Possible, but again, you don’t know. You risk us, our people, with not knowing. Let it go,” Coldan said softly.

      Hevith tried to think of what he might need to do, but if he did connect this man to the elaron, bridging him the way that he had with Coldan and a few of the others, what would change for him?

      Probably more than what Hevith wanted.

      The alternative was either letting him die—or trying to heal him the way that Mother had once healed Karn.

      Hevith focused on the elaron and changed his approach. “I won’t bind him to the elaron,” he said, not looking up at Coldan, “but I’m not going to let him die without trying something.”

      “If he comes back to try to kill us, I might have to take it out on you.”

      “You do that.”

       Hevith filled himself with the elaron, borrowing from those around him. That power flowed from him, and he pressed it against the fallen soldier. He didn’t use it the way that he had when he had tried to help others, not trying to connect the man to the elaron as he had with Coldan. In this case, he simply let the elaron flow into him, no guidance to it, nothing other than the power pouring from him.

      It worked.

      At least, Hevith thought that it worked.

      The man coughed again. His breathing started to ease. The bleeding slowed.

      Hevith took a step back. “Keep a watch on him and let me know when he’s recovered enough that we can question him.”

      “Question?”

      Hevith nodded. “We need to know more about the big Hith. I don’t want to be surprised by him again.”

      He didn’t know if he would be able to withstand another attack without preparation. He would need to get ready, to have a plan for how to deal with him, for when they faced him again. Or someone like him. Hevith didn’t know if there would be other Hith like that one or not.

      Leaving Coldan, he wandered around the battleground, sweeping his gaze along the bodies, looking for others that he might be able to help. There weren’t any.

      Daylight brought a cloudless sky. The sun came out, shining bright and warm. At least they would have that. No further rain like they’d experienced the last day or so. With a warm sun, they might even get a chance to dry out a bit.

      “He’s awake,” Coldan said.

      Hevith looked over. “Already?”

      He shrugged. “Whatever you did helped. If you’re going to question, I would suggest you do it now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re going to have to move. We have some scouts out looking and it seems as if we’re going to have some activity soon.”

      Hevith closed his eyes a moment and focused on the elaron, seeing if he might be able to detect anything to give him a sense of how many were there, though he didn’t detect a significant presence. If there were others out there, they either weren’t Jahor, or they had masked their power.

      He followed Coldan to the hillside where he stopped in front of the man. He’d been moved away from the dead. Blood stained his jacket and pants, and his face had bruised, but he breathed.

      Hevith crouched next to him. “What’s your name?”

      The man rolled his head toward him. “Name?”

      “You must have a name. It looks like you’re from Vor. What’s your name?”

      “Jasper Brons,” the man said. “Not from Vor. Leard.”

      Hevith had been through Leard. It was a small town about a day from here. North of Vor, though. Here he had thought that the Hith hadn’t pushed that far north, but then he knew that they had. They had a significant presence in Yarshin, even.

      “How many soldiers are they sending?” Hevith asked.

      Jasper shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. Not with them. They keep coming.”

      “Tell me about the Hith who were with you,” Hevith said.

      Jasper glanced from Hevith to Coldan, his eyes wide. “What is it that you want to know?”

      “I need to know about the others that were with you,” Hevith said. “How many Hith? How many regular soldiers? What else can you tell us?”

      “Why would I tell you anything?” Jasper asked.

      “Because you’re alive,” Coldan growled.

      Hevith looked up to him and shot him a hard look, though Coldan ignored it. Hevith expected him to, though. “We need to know more about those who are with you. You tell me that you aren’t from Vor. That’s where we’re traveling.”

      Jasper nodded. “We know.”

      At least that answered one question for Hevith. The Hith were planning on Hevith and his group reaching Vor.

      “How many more waves of attackers are we going to face?”

      “I wasn’t privy to that information,” Jasper said. He glanced over to Coldan, his eyes widening again. “I know you don’t want to believe me.”

      “He wants to believe you,” Coldan growled.

      “Why?” Jasper asked, confusion on his face.

      “Do you even know who we are? What we are?” Hevith asked.

      “They don’t say much. Not about the attack. We know there’s one, and we know that they have been fighting a war, and that the war is more than what they can handle. That’s all that they share with us.”

      “That’s it?” Hevith asked. He glanced over to Coldan. “It seems to me there should be more shared with those they asked to fight.”

      “Why?” Coldan asked.

      At first, Hevith thought he was talking to Jasper, but he realized he was talking to him.

      Hevith turned to Coldan. “Shouldn’t they know?”

      “If they want them to be effective fighting, they tell them where to go. That’s it.”

      “That’s it? Is that what happened when you were sent?”

      “When I was sent, I rarely knew what we were doing. All I knew was where I went, and occasionally who we were fighting. Not much more than that.”

      He couldn’t imagine being willing to take on a fight like that.

      More than that, he couldn’t imagine being willing to die like that.

      How could he be willing to take a risk if those who were asking him to fight didn’t tell him why?

      “I need to know about the large Hith,” Hevith said.

      “He’s a mean one. Runs most of them, not all though. There’s another like him.”

      “Another?”

      Jasper nodded. “Brothers, I think. They are bigger than the rest. Stronger. We know not to cross them.”

      Bigger and stronger. It was similar to Coldan and the rest of the Order.

      That couldn’t be coincidence. Which meant that they did as he suspected, and they were somehow able to feed on the ne’rash. It made them stronger. It would make them more tightly bound to the ne’rash. It would make them deadlier, as well.

      If they faced another Hith like that, he would have to get help.

      Whether it involved another dozen Jahor all prepared to face them, or whether there was some other approach, he didn’t know. The only thing Hevith knew was that he hadn’t been strong enough before.

      “How often did you see him?”

      “Not often. I was surprised he came this time. Most of the time, he doesn’t want to come along. He doesn’t need to. He sends the others.”

      “Most of the time?”

      Jasper stared at him. “This isn’t the first time we’ve been sent out like this.”

      “Where else have you gone?”

      “Listen. I don’t know which faction you’re with, but—”

      “Which faction have you encountered?” Hevith asked softly.

      Jasper shook his head. “They don’t tell me. All they say is that I need to go, fight, stay alive.” Jasper smiled tightly. “I’ve done that so far. I’m lucky. Not all can say that.”

      Hevith wondered how much of that luck was tied to Jasper’s connection to the elaron.

      Jasper wouldn’t know. Seeing as how he didn’t know that he was connected the elaron at all, it was unlikely that he would ever recognize that his luck stemmed from something else.

      “Tell us everything you can about the city,” Hevith said.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How many guards are there, how many are on patrol, how many Hith do we have to deal with, when will we come across the big ones like that?”

      Coldan watched him, frowning, and Hevith ignored it.

      He wanted to take the opportunity to get to know as much as possible about what they were dealing with. If possible, he was determined to ensure that they overcame the dangers. He was determined to ensure that they thwarted whatever the Hith planned.

      They would face them again before they reached the city. That much was almost a guarantee, but when they did face them, Hevith wanted to ensure that he had as much information as possible so they could be as ready as they could to defeat the Hith. Ideally, without needing to take as many lives as they had the last few battles.

      “They don’t share that with me,” Jasper said.

      “How can they keep something like that from you?” Hevith asked.

      “They don’t let us out often, you see. Just get out to fight.”

      “What do you mean?” Hevith asked.

      “We don’t go into the city. We stay outside. They have a place for us, and… Well, if we fight, and do well, we get more.”

      Hevith felt nauseated. “What sort of more?”

      “Food. Rest. Things that we care about.”

      Hevith looked over to Coldan, exchanging a glance with him.

      It was the same as they’d experienced in prison. Would Coldan see that, or would he see something else?

      Jasper was a man who had experienced pain and suffering, but at the same time, Hevith didn’t know if he even recognized just what he had gone through. It was possible Jasper wouldn’t understand there was an alternative to the torment.

      “Do you want to fight?” Hevith asked carefully.

      Jasper watched him. “We fight because we’re told to.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Someone coughed, and Jasper jerked his head around, looking over to one of the other injured. His eyes widened slightly, and he looked back at Hevith. “I’m a good soldier. All I want is to do what I’m told. I’m not here to make any agreement. I can’t.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” Hevith said.

      “You aren’t going to get any information from me,” Jasper said.

      “You don’t understand,” Hevith said.

      “No. I don’t want to be used.”

      “Used?” Hevith asked.

      He looked around, and tried to figure out which of the soldiers had coughed. Whoever it was had triggered some concern from Jasper.

      He got to his feet, making his way through the injured.

      The Jahor standing guard nodded to him, though none of them said anything.

      Hevith looked from person to person, trying to determine who had unsettled Jasper, but he wasn’t able to identify that person.

      Probably Hith, though.

      He focused on the elaron within him, and he let that energy connect. He started to stretch outward. If there were others like Jasper, would he be willing to kill them? Question them, certainly.

      Here he had wanted to help the Jahor, but from what he had managed to learn from Jasper, it might be they were too far gone. It might be that they were too much like Karn.

      If only Karn had come with them, but he had stayed behind to protect Alicia and the others.

      “What are you looking for?” Coldan asked.

      “Somebody here is Hith,” he said.

      “There wouldn’t be any Hith remaining,” Coldan said.

      Hevith shook his head. “I’m not so sure. Something made him nervous.”

      “It could just be him being concerned about hearing someone else.”

      Hevith frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “We’ve been watching them to make sure.”

      Despite everything that they had been through, they didn’t have any easy way to suss that out. He had used his elaron, but even connecting to the elaron, Hevith wasn’t able to detect anything more.

      “I have to see if we can’t get them to reveal themselves,” Hevith said.

      “What do you intend to do? I mean, you could use the elaron on them. That might be enough to get one of the Hith to react.”

      Hevith started to smile at Coldan. “That’s perfect.”

      “I wasn’t serious.”

      “But it is perfect,” Hevith said.

      There weren’t so many of the injured he wouldn’t be able to heal them all.

      It involved using quite a bit of elaron, but it wasn’t only his power he drew upon. He was calling upon the power of others around him. As he did, Hevith thought he might be able to use that power and diffuse it enough that he could get the answers he needed.

      He moved to the first person, crouching down next to them, and borrowed the elaron from those around him. He pressed his hands down, feeling that power as it flowed outward, and let it wash away from him. The person gasped softly, but made no other reaction. If they were Hith, then they didn’t mind the healing.

      He moved onward.

      The next two were similar. He healed them, adding the elaron to them, and waited, concerned that either he would feel a surge of power from them, something that would suggest the Hith were there, or that he might encounter one of the Jahor, and wanted to be ready in case he felt a reverberation of elaron from within them. He thought that he had already identified those of the Jahor, but it was possible that he had not.

      He probed again, feeling that power coming out of him, and he moved on to the next.

      He wasn’t expecting anything. It was possible that it wouldn’t even work.

      As he pushed out with a surge of power, something echoed, and then it flared.

      Hevith staggered back. It wasn’t elaron.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      Hevith looked down at the injured man.

      He had not moved.

      Hevith approached again, reaching for his connection to the elaron, ready for whatever this man might do, but he didn’t react. He waited, holding on to power, half expecting that man would do something, but he did not.

      “I felt something,” Hevith said. “It’s strange.”

      “Strange?”

      “Not elaron.”

      Coldan nodded. He gripped his sword, holding on to the hilt of it, as if he were intending to attack, but waited.

      Hevith held on to his connection to power, letting the energy flow through him. As he maintained that connection, he was ready for anything. He pushed outward, and it filled this man.

      He thought he was ready for anything, but he wasn’t ready for the man to suddenly sit up, reach for him, and blast him with a surge of ne’rash.

      Hevith reacted, calling upon the elaron, surging it at him, but almost not in time.

      Coldan shoved his sword toward the Hith.

      “No!” He grabbed for Coldan, pulling him back. Hevith wrapped the Hith in the elaron. “How many of you were sent here?”

      The Hith glared at him. “You will fall.”

      “Maybe,” Hevith said. “Or maybe we will figure out how to stop you. Either way, this didn’t go well for you.”

      The Hith glared at him again.

      Hevith smiled tightly. “How many of your men were here? I imagine you thought several hundred soldiers would be enough. You saw what mine can do, though.”

      He waited, wondering whether there would be any reaction from the Hith.

      Finally, Hevith shrugged. “You know where we’re heading,” he said.

      “You won’t reach it.”

      “We’ve made it this far.”

      The Hith laughed darkly. “You’ve made it as far as we have allowed you to make it.” He pressed forward, but he wasn’t able to overcome the soft elaron barrier that Hevith held on to. “Jerind will stop you.”

      “Jerind is the large Hith?”

      The other just stared at him.

      At least he had a name.

      Having a name didn’t make the situation any better, but it might make it easier. At least he wasn’t a nameless creature of power. Someone with a name could be killed.

      “Jerind wasn’t able to stop us here,” Hevith said. “I doubt he will be able to stop us when we reach Vor. We will reclaim the city. We will take back the Jahor.”

      “The Jahor are nothing but slaves,” he sneered.

      “Maybe they have been, but they won’t be.”

      “Who are you to think that you can free them?”

      Hevith pressed forward, pushing past the resistance holding the Hith in place, and he grabbed the Hith by the jacket, pulling him close. He held on to him, glaring at him. “I am the Volatar. I have come to free my people.”
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      “We have to protect Nearrahn,” I said to the elder. We stood upon the branch, the darkness of the trees creating shadows around. A bit of sunlight streamed through the upper branches, though not nearly enough to see anything clearly. It was as if this place had been designed to protect the ne’rash. As it was one of the great powers, I should not be surprised. We weren’t alone. Others like the Elder surrounded us, though they were shadows that circled nearby. Far enough away that it was difficult for me to see them, but near enough that I could feel them through my connection to the ne’rash. It was that connection which warned me that something dangerous was about to take place.

      He looked up at me, frowning. “There is no need to protect Nearrahn. The tree will protect itself. The ne’rash will protect itself.”

      “It doesn’t seem as if it’s going to work,” I said. “I can feel the way that the ger’thin are targeting Nearrahn. It’s the same way they targeted the tu’alan.”

      When they had done that, they had destroyed the city, and it had forced the tu’alan to retreat. They had already done the same to the dwul’ran, which left the is’anish along with the last of the tribes I didn’t even know. I had to find some way to push back.

      “I can feel the way that they are targeting you,” I said to the elder. “I can feel the energy within them. I can tell that they are going to destroy your connection.”

      “They aren’t going to destroy anything. The Nearrahn cannot be destroyed.”

      “Perhaps not that you have seen, but I can tell they are doing something.”

      Even as I said it, I could feel the energy, could feel the way they were holding on to that power, and I could feel that there was going to be something more. The ger’thin were trying to taint Nearrahn.

      I didn’t know if they would be able to. Nearrahn was an incredible connection of power, but the ger’thin had experience twisting and turning power of others, and because of that, I couldn’t help but feel as if they might be able to cause some damage.

      They had learned from working with the Hith. They had learned by destroying the temple. Because of that, I couldn’t help but feel as if there would be some way for them to overwhelm Nearrahn.

      Could I protect it?

      I focused, thinking about the elaron. It was the only thing I could imagine using.

      The flows of ne’rash within Nearrahn were incredible, but even that power wasn’t going to be enough to prevent the ger’thin from reaching here, destroying everything, not if they came with considerable force.

      I had to try something different. I sent a small streamer of power out.

      “What are you doing?” Nevii asked.

      “I’m trying to protect Nearrahn,” I said. “I know you may not be able to feel it, but I can tell the ne’rash is getting twisted here. It’s the same as what happened in Coynahl.”

      “The same?”

      I nodded. “I think I can feel it because I’m connected to the elaron, and it allows me to detect the difference, but more than that, I can tell the way that the ger’thin are trying to taint your connection.”

      I looked over to the is’anish elder, but he seemed to be focused on the ne’rash, sending his connection out through the forest. The other is’anish were doing the same. None were focusing on Nearrahn. Of course they wouldn’t be. They didn’t believe that it was in any danger. They didn’t believe it was impossible for the ger’thin to target the tree.

      How could they?

      The elaron within me flowed. I needed to add that to the ne’rash.

      Doing so might allow the Nearrahn the ability to withstand the ger’thin attack.

      Then again, the filaments of elaron hadn’t done anything to prevent them from penetrating the forest. They had managed to get through, and they were able to target and destroy. Still, I had to try.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on power within the tree, the way I could feel the ne’rash drawing up through it. There were veins of power that grew within the tree, veins of ne’rash that filled me with an understanding of the energy that was there.

      That was what I had to focus on. I could add to it. Slowly I let the elaron slip out from me, drifting toward the tree.

      I started carefully, using it as cautiously as I could, not wanting to run the risk of angering the is’anish if they were to detect what I was doing. But I didn’t think there was anything they would be able to detect, not until I got further along in my probe.

      The elaron settled slowly through Nearrahn. At first, I created a thin filament, much like what Shae had done, using that power to drift away from me, streamers of it that flowed down, through the tree, and finally stretched into the roots, out into the forest. Not layering the filaments over the trees, but attaching it to some place deep beneath them.

      Nearrahn seemed to feed off of that connection to the elaron.

      I added more.

      It required I draw from the Jahor in the forest. If I was wrong about this, it would put Coldan and the others in a dangerous situation. They might find themselves at risk, but I had to be careful, and I had to hold on to as much of the power as I could to push it out and through me, sending it probing down into the ground, through Nearrahn, and out into the rest of the forest.

      “What are you doing?”

      This came from one of the is’anish, but not the elder.

      I looked up. “I’m trying to help—”

      Ne’rash surged at me, and it almost unsettled me, but I started to smooth it out.

      Had I not been here, connected to the tree and the power that was here, I didn’t know if I would’ve had enough strength.

      The is’anish were tightly bound to the ne’rash, and within that power was a significant connection that made it difficult for me to know whether I could avoid the influence of power.

      “The ger’thin are targeting Nearrahn. You may not be able to detect it, but I can. See for yourself. Test it.”

      I could feel the power that flowed out from the tree, from the energy that was around me, and everything that they were doing that attacked the Nearrahn. I was fully aware of the way that energy flowed outward, and I knew I would need to find some way to overcome it. The is’anish would need to help before the ger’thin succeeded. They didn’t add anything to what I detected.

      I looked over to the is’anish elder, but found him with his eyes closed.

      There was a part of him fixated on what was beyond him, an energy that was out there, but as I traced the connection to the ne’rash, I could feel the way that power flowed from him, and what he intended to use it for.

      Turning to Nevii, I found her with her eyes closed as well. The ne’rash flowed from her, joining that of the forest and swirling out and around her. It happened slowly, but as that power poured out from her, I could feel the way that it departed, drifting outward.

      The ger’thin were doing something to them. It was tied to the ne’rash, which had to be why I wasn’t able to feel it. Was there anything I could do to overcome what they had done?

      I might be able to add something within the elaron that would allow me to find that power and pull off the way they were twisting it, but it would be a difficult thing to do. As I studied Nevii and the is’anish, I realized that I didn’t have much choice. I had to try.

      Pushing out with the elaron, I could feel it flowing from me, down through Nearrahn, and outward. I used as much power as I could, trying to reach for the outskirts of the forest as quickly as possible. There would have to be some way for me to reach it.

      The energy flowed from me, the thin filaments of power so similar to what Shae had used when she was pushing that power out. I poured more power out from me, borrowing from the Jahor gathered in the forest below. Most wouldn’t even know what I did, which was as it needed to be. I could call on that power, and they wouldn’t feel the energy fading. There were a few who might be aware of it, those like Coldan and Shae, but I had to think that they would understand what I did and the reason behind it.

      There was something more I could do to ensure that they understood. I could involve them. I pulled on more of the power, but shifted it, turning it so that they would understand what I was doing and the way that I was pulling on power. With that connection, they should be able to add something to it, and we could work together to push the elaron out into the forest.

      To the is’anish, it might look something like an attack, which was why I would have to be careful and quick with the power I was drawing, but I was determined to have their help.

      They seemed to recognize it.

      Those who could control the elaron began to push. At first, they pushed it through me, stretching it away from themselves and flowing through Nearrahn, the same as what I did, but then they began to force it downward, into the forest itself, bypassing the connection I had and using their own ability to send the elaron out into the forest.

      I was aware of each of them. I could feel them, could feel some aspect of their power, as if I were meant to know what they were doing. Shae was there, her impressive control stretching out and away from her, sending power down through the trees, guiding it in a way that was reminiscent of what I did. Erich worked with Shae, and I had a sense she guided him, helping him to know how he needed to send his power down through the forest. The others reacted, though they weren’t as intentional with their power.

      That didn’t matter. The elaron flowed.

      There was pressure against it. I could feel how the ger’thin attempted to push back, the way they tried to resist what was happening, but I could also feel the way the elaron suddenly flowing through the forest pushed against them, and there wasn’t much that they were going to be able to do to oppose it.

      Forcing more power out, I let it stream away from me.

      Elaron started to slide along the ne’rash that connected the forest.

      It reminded me of the way that power filled me, the same way that energy flowed within me. There was a considerable amount of the powers and as I let them grow together, it didn’t fight the way that it once had in me. They connected. The ne’rash attempted to resist me, but I forced my way through.

      The only reason that the ne’rash fought me was because it was tied to the ger’thin. They had twisted it, turning it to something else. Forcing it into their patterns. I wouldn’t let them.

      The elaron helped me to untangle what was happening to the ne’rash. I was able to guide the strange twisting and to find a way to undo what the ger’thin had done to that power. I could find that energy within me, and when I did, I would stop them.

      There came a surge.

      That was the ne’rash. At first, it seemed as if it were trying to fight me, but then I continued to force it outward and I realized that it changed, the elaron helping to undo what had been done by the ger’thin.

      The is’anish near me pushed back, as if they intended to try and oppose my use of the ne’rash within the forest, and I needed to see if I could use the elaron to continue to try to push through.

      “Nevii?” I asked.

      The Hith looked over at me, a hint of a question in her eyes. I could see that she wasn’t entirely sure what was happening. It reminded me of what we had encountered when we’d dealt with the Hith in Coynahl. I could feel the strangeness working through her. There was a power she fought, and I couldn’t help but know that I needed to keep pushing.

      The elaron would help.

      I had to turn it, use it however I could in order to push past the strain they were feeling. The ger’thin had twisted things for them, and though I had begun to untwist the ne’rash, there was some part of it that they still struggled with. That was something that I would have to help overcome.

      Shifting the way that I used the elaron, I began to let it ease away from me, floating through the Nearrahn, the energy of the tree guiding that power up and through Nevii. When it reached her, I could feel how that power tried to resist, but there was something more within it that I could unravel, the way the ger’thin had started to twist that power. That was what I had to help with. It wasn’t just the way that power was twisted around us—it was the way power was twisted within her.

      She fought.

      I couldn’t tell if she fought intentionally, or if she fought because it was what the ger’thin wanted from her. I could feel the way the ne’rash tried to resist what I did, and realized just how much control over that power the ger’thin had managed to acquire. It was a dangerous sort of power.

      Another sweep of energy.

      This time, as the elaron began to flow through her, though I could feel the resistance within her, I knew I would be able to overwhelm it.

      Then the elaron started to glow softly from within her.

      That was different.

      It was as if the elaron latched on to something within her, and it twisted her, filling her. It wasn’t the same as how I connected those of the Order to the elaron, though there was some aspect of it that felt similar. This was more a matter of the power having a certain signature I could work with. That was what I had to test.

      Pressing it deeper into her, I felt for the way that power continued to roll in her.

      I pushed a bit more.

      As the elaron started to glow even brighter, Nevii gasped again. “What are you doing to me?” she whispered.

      There was no fight in her, but she watched me, the ne’rash within her building, and I knew that if I didn’t give her the right answer, that she would begin to oppose what I was doing. I didn’t know if she would be able to fight it, but she had a connection to the ne’rash that was significant, so I thought it was possible she would be able to do so.

      “I’m trying to keep the ger’thin from influencing you,” I said.

      “How? I feel what you’re doing, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “Does it hurt?” When I had connected the Jahor to the elaron, I had seen how it had not only changed them, but there was a bit of pain in it. Change was often painful, and the kind of change that I forced into them would be especially so.

      “It is uncomfortable. Not painful.”

      I pushed a bit more of the elaron through her. As I worked, I waited for her to resist, but didn’t see anything happening.

      Looking over to the is’anish elder, I half expected that he would start attacking, but instead he—like the other is’anish all around us—stood motionless. Whatever they experienced seemed to take them away from what was happening. I needed to know what the ger’thin were doing to them, though I didn’t know if I would be able to do anything to prevent it.

      “I think it’s done,” I said, releasing the elaron I pushed within her. It lingered, making her glow with power.

      There was something about it that was different than the elaron within the Jahor, though strangely, I wondered if she could access that power now. Had I just given the Hith the key to defeating the Jahor?

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “I had to add elaron to you in order to keep the ger’thin from influencing you.”

      “They were influencing me?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      Nevii shook her head.

      “Do you believe me?”

      That would be critical. If Nevii believed that I had attacked her, then we might not be able to continue working alongside each other. I needed the Hith. The more that I learned of the ger’thin and the way they had used power, the more I began to question whether I needed to be working with the Hith to free the others from that influence.

      “I felt something changing, but as I quested along the ne’rash, I wasn’t able to determine whether there was anything to it that I needed to stop. It felt…”

      “Right,” I said. I watched the is’anish, though there wasn’t anything happening with them.

      They hadn’t moved. That troubled me.

      The is’anish were better connected to the ne’rash than we were. The power they held over it was considerable, and I worried that if something were to happen with the ne’rash that changed them, I wouldn’t be able to do anything to prevent it. As much as I might want to stop the use of the power that was out there, I didn’t know if the ger’thin had some way of connecting to the is’anish that would make it so that I couldn’t do anything.

      “Yes. Right. I don’t understand it.”

      “I think the ger’thin started by making you believe the way you used power was the way it was supposed to be used.” It was akin to the drawing of the rage that I’d felt. I had known that ever since I had started to touch the ne’rash. At the time, I thought that I had to be filled with that anger in order to gain a control over it. Now I suspected the Trilan had some influence over it and had used me. Used the ne’rash to try to corrupt me. Were I to have continued drawing on the ne’rash before I had an understanding of the power that was within it, he might have succeeded. “I have felt the same. I have been trying to understand the ne’rash for a while. I have known about my connection, but within that connection, I haven’t been able to control it the way that I have wanted. I think I told you that I struggled to keep it from overpowering me. When I learned to use the elaron to help, it taught me something about the ne’rash, and it helped me to see that the power within it was something I could hold on to and master, but also that there was something different to the ne’rash than I had known before.”

      “I can feel you,” Nevii said softly.

      “Through the ne’rash?”

      “Not through that… Perhaps through that. Through something else, as well. A different sort of power. There is a heat within it.”

      “That might be the elaron.”

      The heat was something I had known when trying to mingle the two powers. If she could feel it, then it left me wondering if there was something she would be able to use of the elaron.

      Could I do the same with the other Hith?

      Did I dare?

      More than that, could I help the Jahor to know the ne’rash?

      I had believed that using that power was something we were born to. Maybe that was all it was, but then they were aspects of the great powers. There would be no reason to think that each of the powers couldn’t be used in a similar fashion.

      I would have to figure out what I would need to do. I would have to find a test case.

      Coldan would likely be willing to help, but I didn’t know if I dared to use the ne’rash on one of the Order. Of any of the Jahor that were with me, he was the one person I could least afford to lose. I needed to have Coldan with me, and I needed his connection to the elaron in order for us to be successful. Were I to change something about him…

      Then again, I had changed something about him. I had done it decades before, and in that time, there had been enough of a shift that I didn’t know what he was like before all of this had happened. I wonder if Coldan even remembered what he had been like before all of the change.

      The is’anish elder started to come around.

      I turned away from Nevii. I had to hope that whatever change she had experienced, and the connection of the elaron to her, would be enough that she wouldn’t think to attack. I would have to remain connected to her, though. I wanted to ensure that she wouldn’t do anything more.

      “What happened to them?” Nevii asked, motioning to the elder.

      “I don’t really know. I can feel the way the ne’rash is within them, but it feels as if there is something more that occurred.” I started to connect to the ne’rash again, using that to send it through the is’anish. When I did, I couldn’t find anything off.

      What if I used the elaron here, as well?

      It ran the risk of changing something about them.

      I didn’t understand the is’anish any better than I understood the tu’alan or the dwul’ran, but I thought that if I tried I might be able to add enough of the connection of the elaron to them to prevent the ger’thin from reaching them.

      As I started to push the elaron out from me, I realized that it wasn’t even necessary. There was no response. The is’anish, through their connection to Nearrahn, had already begun to take on the elaron.

      That was what happened to them. They were affected by my change.

      There would have to be something I could do to help. What I needed was to see if I could take away some of the influence from them so that they could handle the change. They were drawing the ne’rash through Nearrahn, which was what threw everything off for them.

      I used the elaron, added to the ne’rash I drew, and surged through Nearrahn as I attempted to give them a bit more control over what happened. I needed to stabilize the power. I could feel how they needed that. As I added more energy to them, filling more of the elaron through the elder and to the others around us, I knew what needed to be done. The elaron had gotten twisted.

      The ger’thin weren’t just trying to influence the ne’rash. What would I be able to do to counter what they did to the elaron? Maybe nothing. I had already started to do everything I could to stop them. I had to find some way to stabilize what was happening, though I didn’t know if I would be able to do it.

      The elaron continued to flow through Nearrahn. As it did, I tried to think of a different way that I might be able to influence it. The ne’rash had been twisted, but adding the elaron had restored it. Could I do the same thing with the elaron?

      I pushed out with the ne’rash.

      Nevii seemed to know what I was doing and followed, her experience with the ne’rash giving her a greater control over it than what I had. Whereas I had strength and understanding of elaron, she had something different.

      “Ease it like this,” she said.

      I focused on the way that she used her power, and could feel the effect as I continued to pour energy out from me, letting it settle beyond me and into the distance.

      Then I noticed the way that power started to ease.

      I pushed, letting that power start to drift. The energy flowed through Nearrahn, linking the elaron to the ne’rash, winding them together so that they wouldn’t be separated, binding them. It reminded me of what I did when I created a blade of elaron. The power was incredible.

      Something within Nearrahn surged.

      I could feel it as it did.

      The is’anish came around.

      The elder sent ne’rash toward me, but I was immediately aware of what he was trying and used a connection to it to know how to prevent him from attacking.

      “Don’t,” I said.

      I looked at the elder, and could feel the power and the way he held on to it. I thought that with that, I should be able to prevent him from reaching the ne’rash in a way that would harm me, but I wasn’t sure.

      “What did you do?” the elder asked. He frowned, his strange face twisting and making him look more like a child as he did. Much like with the tu’alan, there was something about the is’anish that gave them a youthful appearance, even those that I suspected were incredibly old.

      “I tried to help.”

      “You changed it.” There was anger in his tone, though nothing else about him was tainted. The ger’thin hadn’t succeeded.

      “I did what was necessary to keep the ger’thin from altering your home. Can you feel it?” I was aware of how it felt, though I didn’t know if they would be aware of it. There was a distinct feel to the power, and with everything that I had done, and with everything that I could feel, I had to believe that there would be a way to stop the ger’thin. “They were here. They attempted to reach Nearrahn.”

      “They wouldn’t have been able to do anything to it,” the elder said.

      “I’m not so sure. I’ve seen what they are capable of doing. I’ve felt it. They managed to twist the ne’rash for the Hith so that they were influenced in a strange way. If they were to do something similar to you…”

      I didn’t think that they had managed to succeed, but I didn’t know. As I probed, testing for whatever I might be able to feel from the elder, I didn’t detect anything that suggested he was still influenced by the ger’thin, though I was certain about what I had detected from him before.

      “You must leave,” the elder said.

      “The ger’thin will return,” I said.

      “They will not.”

      “They will. This isn’t over. They’re after something. Whether it’s Nearrahn, or if it’s something else, I don’t know. All I know is I can feel the influence they had on your home. If you weren’t so scared to get involved, you would have felt it too.”

      The elder sent more of the ne’rash down through Nearrahn.

      I didn’t resist.

      I didn’t know what he would find when he probed. Maybe nothing. I didn’t know if he would even be aware of the change that the elaron had made to the Nearrahn.

      Something started to push on me. Nearrahn shifted. It wanted me down.

      I looked at the is’anish. “This was your war. Not mine. This was your kind. You have neglected it for too long. If you want me to end it, then I will, but I don’t know that you will like the outcome.”

      The elder stared at me, the power of the tree swirling around me.

      Now that the threat of the ger’thin was past—at least, I thought that it was past—they had regained their control over the Nearrahn. I wasn’t able to resist, though I didn’t know if I would even if I could. This wasn’t going to be my place. The war might be mine now, but I wasn’t going to perpetuate some aspect of it just yet. I wanted to know whether there was any way I might be able to do to stop the ongoing attacks, but that might mean that I travel somewhere beyond here, especially given what I could feel. I needed to be free from here.

      I knew about Nearrahn. I knew about the powers that were here. And I knew that the ger’thin had thought enough of it to try to influence.

      If they thought that they might be able to overpower what was happening in these places, then it might make sense, but they hadn’t attacked. Until recently. What had I done differently?

      The temple.

      That was what I had done.

      I had helped the Hith. That hadn’t been what the ger’thin had wanted, nor was it what the Trilan had wanted.

      What I really needed was to better understand the powers.

      That wasn’t something I would be allowed to do here. I could feel that from the is’anish. They were connected to this power, but they weren’t willing to let me—a human—have access to it in a way that would allow me to know what we might be able to do with that power.

      Which meant we would have to do something different.

      I nodded to Nevii. “I am leaving. You might need to go as well.”

      “If I don’t?” she asked, looking at the is’anish.

      “I don’t know what they might do to you. Possibly nothing, but it’s also possible that they’ll decide that you have been here for far too long.”

      “Where are you going?” Nevii asked.

      “I thought I could convince them that they needed to work with us, but I’m not sure that will work.” I looked at the is’anish. “For all their talk about wanting to avoid war, I think they’ve been hiding something from themselves.”

      “What is that?”

      “They think war has avoided them because of the way they have stayed out of the world, but it seems to me that the only thing they’ve done is avoid engaging in the world.”

      I pulled on the ne’rash and was lowered to the ground.

      Coldan reached me almost immediately, coming over and looking from me to where Nevii descended from Nearrahn. “What happened? I could feel something and Shae said there was some aspect of power that surged that she could feel, but then she wasn’t able to tell anything more than that.”

      “I don’t really know,” I said. “The ger’thin attacked, though it was a strange attack. They tried to use the forest, to influence it, but I think I managed to push them back.”

      “How were you able to do that?” Coldan asked. He looked past me and I turned to see Nevii approach.

      She looked up to the tree, her brow still furrowed into a tight frown. What must she be thinking about all of this? I hadn’t expected that I would be bringing the Hith to this place, and I hadn’t expected that one of the Hith would have been helpful in me restoring it after the ger’thin attacked, but that was what had happened.

      “Both elaron and ne’rash,” I said.

      “Where would you have us go?”

      I looked over to Nevii. “If we’re able to get out of the forest, I think we need to go back to Coynahl. I need to understand the Hith histories.” Turning to Nevii, I asked, “That is, if you would permit it.”

      She frowned deeply for a moment, then nodded. “I will permit it.”
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      We found the edge of the forest to be quiet.

      I kept expecting to come across the ger’thin, but there was no sign of them. Everywhere that we went was the feeling of the ne’rash, though it was mixed with the elaron, a mingling of power different than what we had detected when we had first entered the forest.

      Coldan frowned to himself, the same frown he’d been wearing for the most part during our time heading back toward the edge of the forest.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I can feel something here. I don’t know what it is, only that there’s something.”

      “The elaron,” I said.

      Nevii and the other Hith weren’t that far from us. She had guided them through the forest, using a connection to the ne’rash as she went. There was something different about the way she pushed on the ne’rash that left me wondering if she were drawing on the power differently, as if she had learned something here, but I didn’t think that was the case.

      “I don’t know if that’s it or not,” Coldan said.

      “Feel it. There’s the energy of the elaron here now.”

      “That is you?”

      “That’s all of us,” I said. “We all had a hand in pushing the elaron out through the forest. I think it needed to happen. I can feel that power as it presses away from us.”

      That was a strange thing to be able to detect. The energy that was there within us was considerable, though I didn’t think that it was just the elaron. It was the way it combined with the ne’rash. That was what I felt.

      “Interesting,” Coldan said. “What of them?”

      “What of them?”

      “There’s something off there, as well.”

      We reached the edge of the forest, and there was still no sign of the ger’thin. I knew we would be getting close to them, but for some reason, there had been nothing.

      “I think she found something when we were at Nearrahn,” I said.

      “That’s the tree?”

      I nodded. “It’s probably the same as what I found when we were there before. Power, but an understanding of the power that is different than what we had known before.”

      “I don’t like that we have to work with them.”

      “I don’t think that they like working with us, either.”

      “It might blow up on us.”

      “If it does, then we will be ready. The alternative is something else, though.”

      “What is that?”

      “That there is a way for us to work together. That we might be able to fully understand why we’ve been fighting, and we might finally find a way to stop it for good.”

      I stepped out of the forest. Sunlight started to trickle down toward me, thought it was not nearly as warm as I would have liked. I pulled my cloak around my shoulders, and nodded to Nevii as she guided her people free of the forest. The change in the energy of the air was a significant shift, one that I felt immediately and deeply. It came from the shifting of the ne’rash, but there was the elaron that flowed through it as well, a power that persisted, leaving me looking back at the trees.

      If only the is’anish were willing to work alongside us.

      The same could be said of the tu’alan. And the dwul’ran. We needed their help with the ger’thin, some way of diminishing the threat they still posed, especially after they were the ones responsible for such war and violence.

      As I looked around, I wondered if there would be any sign of the ger’thin once we left the forest. I was certain about what I had detected when we had been in the forest, and suspected there was something more that they attempted, though I hadn’t been able to see them.

      “Don’t you think it’s strange,” Coldan asked as we headed further from the forest.

      “What exactly?”

      “That they have been here all this time.”

      I smiled. “The same could be said about the tu’alan. The dwul’ran.”

      “The tu’alan are far enough to the unpopulated north that it’s not entirely surprising we haven’t seen anything of them before. And the dwul’ran were hidden in a different way.”

      “They were,” I said.

      “The is’anish were here.”

      “Where it was more populated,” I said.

      “Right.”

      “I think that’s just the way that it is. I suspect that with the connection to the ne’rash, they’ve been able to keep hidden much better than we would have known. They can use the ne’rash to conceal their presence.”

      “Could you do that?”

      I frowned, thinking about the way I’d used the ne’rash. I’d never tried to conceal myself with it. Mostly I had simply wanted to have a level of control with it, but using it for something beyond that had always been more than I had been able to do.

      “Possibly,” I said.

      “You’ve been better with it lately. I haven’t had to talk you down.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      Coldan smiled tightly. The rest of the Jahor had joined us out of the forest, though they were still moving slowly. We had a ways to go before everyone had left. The Hith continued to file out of the trees, and most of them were holding on to their connection to the ne’rash as they did.

      “Not disappointed. There was a time when you were struggling with it that I wanted nothing more than for you to get a handle on that power. I think of how many times I nearly lost you and can’t help but think of what it would have been like had you known this level of control.”

      “The ger’thin who attacked us in the fortress wouldn’t have been able to reach us quite like they did,” I said.

      “Maybe not, but we needed to know what they were doing. We needed the understanding, especially after the strange altars they had set up around the fortress.”

      I nodded at that. Neither of us really knew what to make of that or what the Trilan had intended with them. They were a way to signify power, but it was something different, as well. They had destroyed people, leaving them nearly dead, but why?

      That wasn’t the way the Trilan drew power.

      Not that I knew everything about the Trilan, but I did know that while he had power, it wasn’t a power that relied upon sacrificing others in order for him to be stronger. Whatever had happened with the altars had been different.

      “What do you think that was about?” I asked.

      “More than just them intimidating us, you mean,” Coldan said.

      “Right. It has to be more than that. I don’t know what they were after, but it had to be something else.”

      “Maybe the ger’thin wanted to prove a point.”

      I turned, looking back at the forest.

      That didn’t seem to be the case.

      The ger’thin were able to change forms. That much I knew. They were able to use a different kind of power. One that allowed them to twist the ne’rash. And the elaron I now knew. Whatever they were after had been something different.

      “What if the ger’thin were there for a different reason?” I asked.

      Coldan turned away from studying the Hith and frowned at me. “What other reason do you think they would have for being there?”

      “We assumed that they were there because they were trying to draw the power off the Hith and the Jahor, but why would they need to?”

      “I figured you would have asked the others those questions.”

      “I probably should have, but I didn’t. Why do you think that they would have needed to sacrifice the people in order to trap me? That doesn’t strike me as what the ger’thin have done.”

      “It’s all beyond me,” Coldan said.

      I could close my eyes and I could still see the strange torment they had tried to use on us. There had been power within it, and the people who had been there had not been dead, not until we had taken the step to release them. I remembered how I had felt the energy within them and how it had felt when we’d released them from it. It had been almost as if we had needed to do it. There were still things we didn’t know.

      Coynahl and the Hith temple might help, but what if the answers were someplace that I had spent considerable time in? The place where it had all begun for me?

      It was a matter of going back and seeing what I might be able to learn from there.

      “Let’s get the people moving. If we go quickly enough we should be able to get back to Coynahl a little after dark.”

      “I’m not sure that we want to bring all of the Jahor into Coynahl,” Coldan said.

      “Maybe not all of them, but the city isn’t dangerous to us now that we’ve—”

      “We’ve what?” Coldan asked. “You have a temporary truce with them, but if we invite ourselves into the city, we’ve already lost enough of our people that it will put us into more danger. Is that what you want us to do?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Then we need to be careful.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I looked at Coldan. “I will be.”

      “You have a tendency to do things quickly and often without taking the time you need to plan, and with what’s been going on here, I think we need a definite plan about what we will do when we are done with Coynahl.”

      “I think we should head back to the fortress.”

      “Why there?”

      “I can’t shake the feeling there’s something there that we need to know. If we can get back there, and we can start to understand what might have been going on when the Trilan attacked—and the ger’thin—we might be able to get further with understanding what else we have to deal with.”

      Coldan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If you say so.”

      The Jahor rode quietly, and the Hith weren’t far away as we traveled. I found myself looking over to them from time to time, feeling for the connection they shared through the ne’rash, surprised that I could feel it as well as I did. There was a hint of something more that came from Nevii, and I started to wonder if that was tied to the way I had changed her connection to the elaron. There still seemed to be a hint of a glow coming off of her, greater than what I had seen from her before.

      Near dark, we approached the city. “Gather whoever wants to come into the city,” I said to Coldan.

      “You’re really going to do this.”

      “I’m going to have whoever wants to come into the city have the option of doing so. We’ve been traveling on the road long enough. Some of the people want a night under a roof, rather than sleeping on the road.”

      “You don’t know what that roof will look like.”

      “Hopefully it involves a bed. They can stay together, if you’re so worried.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to work with Nevii. I need to understand what I can from the temple.”

      “I will go with you.”

      I smiled at him. The moon had come out, and the light shining from it was bright enough to let me see Coldan easily. Even if it weren’t, the glowing coming from him made it easy for me to see everything around us.

      “I don’t think you need to come with me,” I said.

      “You can’t go into the city yourself.”

      “And I won’t be.” In the distance, I could make out Nevii, though I didn’t know if it was the moonlight that made it easier, or the slight glow that seemed to come off of her. Probably both. “I can alert you if I need you for anything.”

      His mouth twisted into a thin frown, and I could practically feel the irritation flashing from him. “It’s going to be like that, now?”

      “Like what?”

      “After all the years where you’ve had me watching over you, now you’re going to turn your back on me.”

      I shook my head. “I think you’re reading too much into this. I’m not turning my back on anything. I’m just going to go into the city and see if there’s anything I can learn from Nevii.”

      “Be careful, Hevith. I don’t tell you that often enough, but be careful.”

      I clasped him on the shoulder before turning away, and making my way toward Coynahl. As I started toward the city, Nevii joined me.

      “Will it only be you this time?”

      “I think that it might be for the best.”

      “You don’t want your friend to join us?”

      “He has other things that he’s going to do. Besides, I don’t want to cause too much of a disruption in the city. All I’m trying to do is—”

      “Use the memories of the Hith to find your answers.”

      I turned to her and stared for a moment. She had the same dark complexion that I had, something that had made it difficult for me to believe I was Jahor when I first had developed my connection to elaron. Her dark hair was braided and tucked beneath a silk sash she wore around her forehead. Round eyes watched me. For the first time, I couldn’t tell if there was anger in her eyes—or more questions.

      “I would like to use the Hith memories,” I said. “It’s not only about me getting my answers, but about understanding what else there might be here that will help me understand what’s been happening between our peoples over the last few decades. I think I need to know those answers.”

      “I suspect you feel entitled to them.”

      “Not at all. They are the Hith memories.”

      “You wouldn’t claim to be Hith?”

      We had started toward the city. In the distance, the other Hith who had come with us had already reached the city. Nevii moved more slowly, as if she were trying to decide whether or not she should trust me with what we were doing.

      “I can use the ne’rash, but that doesn’t make me Hith. I’ve considered myself one of the Jahor for so long that it would be difficult to think of myself in any other way.”

      “Good.”

      “Why is that good?”

      “I was afraid the Volatar would suddenly decide he would try to rule here as well.”

      “I never ruled anywhere,” I said.

      “That’s not what we saw. We knew of the man known as the Volatar as leading the Jahor. Leading the war. When we learned how to defeat you…”

      She looked away from me.

      “What did you learn about defeating me?”

      She turned back, and she tilted her head so that her chin thrust forward. “We learned you had lost your power.”

      As we neared the city, Nevii looked over to me, touching her hair lightly as she frowned. For the first time since I had spoken to her, there was a hint of hesitation to her.

      “I would like to see the temple,” I said.

      She watched me for a moment, and it seemed as if she were conflicted before she nodded. “Very well.”

      We headed through the city. In many Jahor cities, lanterns cast a soft glow along the streets. They pushed back the darkness, but I had always wondered if there was another reason for it, if the Jahor preferred to know whether there was a danger from the Hith. Their magic had always been considered dark, even though it wasn’t. In Coynahl, there were no lanterns. The streets were dim, only the moonlight reflecting off the buildings to guide my way. The drawing of ne’rash helped to ease me along the street, though I didn’t even need that. I could feel the temple.

      I didn’t know if I’d been connected to it because of how I had helped to form the ne’rash around it, or whether it was because I had a better connection to the ne’rash in general. Either way, I could feel the drawing of the temple. As we approached, I focused on that magic to see if anything about it had twisted, but realized that it would not be. In my attempt to help form the temple in the first place, I had added enough of the elaron that it formed a structure for it to work upon and grow, a scaffolding of elaron that twisted through the temple.

      It glowed softly as we neared.

      There was the light of the elaron within it. Now that I was aware of it, I could feel the way that called to me, a surging of power and energy that was different than what I had expected to find coming here.

      “Do you see it?” I whispered to Nevii. The streets were silent, and whispering felt right.

      She looked over. “The temple?”

      I nodded.

      “I see it.”

      I couldn’t tell whether she had any way of connecting to it that would allow her to know the elaron was there. “Can you feel it?”

      She paused and I was distantly aware of the way the ne’rash flowed through the ground, toward the temple, before joining with it. Now that I had seen the Hith using their power, and now that I understood the nature of the ne’rash better, I realized how they had moved all those years ago. We’d often wondered how the Hith could work so silently. It had seemed as if they were able to navigate without any light, and there had been the question of whether they were able to see in the darkness. Having a new connection to the ne’rash, I didn’t think that was the case. Instead, they were able to use the ne’rash to connect to and guide one another.

      “There is something within the temple,” she said carefully, “though I don’t know what it is. The temple hasn’t existed here in many years. It isn’t surprising I wouldn’t know what to make of it.”

      I thought about sharing with her what I knew about the role the elaron played in the temple, but decided against it. She would either find out on her own, or she would never know.

      We reached the entrance to the temple. It seemed as if vines of dark power twisted and formed an opening, swirling around it in a circular pattern that created a doorway. Even here, I could feel the elaron in the way that the door formed.

      Nevii pressed out her hand, and the ne’rash started to retreat, the door opening. She stood for a moment, saying nothing.

      “What is it?”

      “I didn’t know if it would work for me,” she said softly. “The stories of the temple were almost mythical. Many do not know what to believe. A structure of ne’rash. Power. But also one that answers to those who know the ne’rash the best. The temple was a way of connecting our people together.”

      She took a deep breath, then headed into the temple.

      I followed more slowly.

      The inside of the temple was dark and dimly lit, though surprisingly there was a tracing of moonlight that flowed along the walls, drifting down from the upper portion of the temple as it swept toward the base where we stood.

      All around us was the ne’rash.

      I joined her in the center of the temple.

      A small dais had formed. That hadn’t been here when we had been here before, though I couldn’t remember the ne’rash forming it at the time. I paused in front of it, resting my hands upon the small raised platform.

      “You should not—”

      The ne’rash surged up and wrapped around my wrists, pressing down as it held me in place. I had a sense from the ne’rash that I shouldn’t attempt to fight, that there wouldn’t be any way for me to escape from the way that the ne’rash held me.

      Instead, I waited.

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      “The temple is going to speak to you,” she said in a hushed voice. “It should not.”

      “Why should it not?”

      “Because you are not Hith.”

      I looked over to her. “The ne’rash didn’t seem to care whether someone was Hith or not. All that mattered was that they had a way of reaching for the power and using it if it were needed. The connection I’d known in Nearrahn hadn’t cared whether or not I was Hith—or is’anish. All it had cared about was that I had a way of reaching for that connection.”

      The ne’rash flowed around me, but there was something more to it. I could feel the faint tracings of the elaron mixed within it.

      “Long ago, we had priests who would come to the temple and speak to the ne’rash for days,” Nevii said.

      The energy of the ne’rash flowed out of the platform. It filled me, a surge of power that I could feel rolling through me. There wasn’t anything within it that I was in control of, only the feeling of the power that flowed.

      Looking over to Nevii, I found her watching me.

      “What does it feel like?” she asked.

      “It feels like nothing,” I said.

      That wasn’t quite right. There was something in it, though what I could detect was faint. There was the energy of the ne’rash, though as that flowed from the stand and into me, it wasn’t anything alarming. There was the energy of the elaron. That came from me and seemed to reverberate with some energy from the stand as well, as if it were pressing out and through the temple.

      Beyond that, I could feel some other aspect of power. It came from the ne’rash, and from the way that the temple connected to it. It seemed to bind together the ne’rash and leave it streaming away, through those who were within the city with us, and then beyond. Trying to move my arms, I couldn’t get the ne’rash to shift away and release me. Probing it, using the ne’rash, I could feel a sliding of the energy as it swirled around me.

      It was strange.

      For so long, I had been afraid of the ne’rash. I suppose that a part of me still feared what it might do to me, recognizing that I didn’t fully understand the ne’rash the way that I did with the elaron. I had been working with the elaron for so much of my life that I had a mastery of it. Even when I couldn’t reach it, I still had a way of understanding the power. It was access, not knowledge. With the ne’rash, it was a lack of knowledge and the lack of experience with it that left me wondering about what was happening to me.

      Yet as I remained here, I didn’t feel anything about this drawing that made me nervous.

      The power gripped me, but then the elaron had done something similar to me before. I had learned to embrace it, to let that power flow through me and fill me, and I had learned that power was something larger than me.

      I remembered the time when I had learned about that power. When I had discovered there was something more to the energy of the world than what I had known. When I had learned that there were other great powers, and that the ne’rash and the elaron were but a part of them. At that time, I hadn’t known that I would need to understand those great powers. In many ways, I still didn’t understand them. I could feel the way that power worked near me, and how it surrounded me, but there wasn’t anything I could do to control it. If I could… then I wouldn’t have to fear the ger’thin and whatever they intended. I wouldn’t have to worry about the way they were able to grab on to power.

      Nevii rested her hands on mine and looked into my eyes.

      Power flowed out from her.

      The ne’rash that she used swirled away from me, and then circled outward, toward the temple, as she attempted to connect to the same power that connected to me. I could feel her effort at understanding it, much like I could feel the way that she pushed through the temple, the energy of the ne’rash slipping from her.

      It wasn’t only the ne’rash.

      She used the elaron.

      I didn’t know if she had any control over it, but I doubted she did. I suspected that anything she used now was unintentional. Hopefully, introducing the elaron to her would prevent the ger’thin from succeeding in trying to twist her and the others, but I didn’t know if that would work.

      “What are you doing?” I asked softly.

      “I want to know what you feel.”

      “There’s nothing here.”

      “Because you haven’t listened. You were able to find answers in the memory, so you must be able to find something here.”

      I smiled, though I doubted that it would work quite as well as what she wanted.

      Still, I let the way that she guided the ne’rash lead me.

      I could feel the power in her, the energy that slid away from me, down through the stand, and into the temple. There was a power to it. There was something more to the ne’rash when I used it like that.

      There was a hint of a memory.

      Then I began to feel it. It was almost as if the ne’rash opened for me.

      This was different than what I had detected from it before. This was power, but when I felt for the way that this worked within me, I encountered something more than just the power of the ne’rash. I had visions.

      They started to stream past my mind. They flowed there, working within me, answers to questions that I hadn’t known to ask.

      There were the first of the Hith. I saw them arrive on the southern shores of the continent, coming from some distant place, men and women in control of the ne’rash and wanting to take control of this land. I couldn’t tell what had brought them here, only that they had come looking for refuge, which they had found. The land greeted them, welcoming them to this place, and it had proved fertile for the ne’rash to thrive, for the people who lived here to thrive. The Hith had created homes, then villages, then towns and cities. They had a thriving culture, all centered around their celebration of the ne’rash, all tied to this power and the way it had flowed through the temple they had built over generations.

      Then it had faded in a flash of light.

      I could see it.

      The temple dissipating. The power that had been there suddenly gone. All that the people of Coynahl had celebrated suddenly missing. Nothing remaining but a small branch that had once been a part of something more.

      The Hith had gone looking for vengeance.

      There had been a priest who guided them. One who had instructed them. Calling on the ne’rash… only not calling on the ne’rash.

      Vicenz.

      Within these stored memories, I could see something that was more. I could see and feel the way that the temple had known when the Vicenz had arrived.

      They hadn’t always been here.

      When they appeared, they had come bearing vrendans, though none knew what they were at the time. The Vicenz had used them as markers of power that were supposed to demonstrate their commitment to the ne’rash, only that wasn’t the purpose of the vrendans. They were items that could hold and store power. They were items that would shape the war.

      “Do you see this?” I asked Nevii.

      “The dziren.”

      The word flowed from her, and it took a moment to connect it to what I knew. She spoke her word for it, but through the ne’rash, I was able to recognize it as something different. “The Jahor called them vrendans, but I think they’re the same.”

      “Only the highest of the priests were ever permitted to use them,” she said.

      It had been similar with the Jahor. The vrendans had been collected, and those who had served the elaron had risen to prominence. I had recognized that they had the vrendans but not what they were at the time. In the years that the war was active, we had collected as many of the vrendans as we could, trying to ensure that they were held by the Jahor, knowing that the Vicenz collected them as well.

      “The highest. They were Vicenz.”

      She frowned. “The highest.”

      “Did they have the ability to reach the ne’rash on their own?”

      “Of course.”

      I couldn’t shake that I was close to something, an understanding that we needed but one that had eluded me for so long. As I felt for the ne’rash, I could feel the energy continuing, the power that was there, and I let the memories sweep through me.

      This time, I brought Nevii with me. She needed to know what I knew. She needed to have the same experiences I did when it came to seeing the power that was there. If she could, then she would understand the truth. I needed to understand that truth as well.

      The ne’rash wanted to show me.

      When I had first learned about the power of elaron, I had been taught that it was gifted to the Jahor by the god Callah. In trying to fully understand what I could of that energy, I had learned more and more about it, but had never felt as if there was something spiritual to it. There had always been a feeling of it being a part of the world, though one that was incredibly potent.

      Feeling the way that the ne’rash guided me now, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something spiritual about it. I could understand why the people of Coynahl and the Hith would have embraced that power. I could understand why it would have left them celebrating their connection to the ne’rash, and I could understand why they would have been devastated to have it destroyed.

      Were it my power and my temple, I would have been angry.

      Perhaps angry enough to start a war.

      Angry enough to feel that the people who had been a part of it deserved to suffer.

      There came flashes of information. Knowledge I already possessed.

      Understanding about what had happened with the Jahor. With the Hith. With the Vicenz. I pushed against the ne’rash.

      “I don’t need to see what I’ve lived,” I whispered.

      Nevii watched me. There was pain in her eyes as she saw the war, the violence, the fighting, and the destruction. It had affected both sides. Not just the Jahor, though I had believed we had suffered the most.

      The Hith had suffered as well.

      They had been tormented when I had led the attack that had pushed them back. They had suffered when the people who embraced the ne’rash had died, the same way that my people had suffered when those who were connected to the elaron had died.

      We had both suffered.

      There were memories of other suffering. The ne’rash brought me back. Deep into the memories of the ne’rash. What I found there was difficult for me to follow. Darker.

      Hidden.

      It was as if the ne’rash couldn’t track as fully.

      It brought me to a time before.

      Before the continent had been settled. A time before mankind had spread, building these cities and temples. A time before.

      There were men… but there were the others.

      Tu’alan. Dwul’ran. Is’anish. Ger’thin. Cera’an.

      They were together.

      I could feel something important here. I could feel that there was a memory I needed to understand. There was something here.

      The ne’rash didn’t remain as clear as I needed.

      I tried to push through the ne’rash, to find the deeper meaning that was there, but even as I did, I couldn’t uncover the truth.

      It was tied to the tribes and the connection they shared with man.

      That was what I needed to understand.

      Here I had gone to the is’anish thinking I could find answers, and I should have been able to, only they had refused. Would any of the others offer me the answers that I needed?

      Perhaps the dwul’ran or the tu’alan.

      It might be difficult to reach them, but the war that happened between my people, a war precipitated by the tribes, was something I had to understand—and I needed to learn if there was a way to stop it.

      Those memories filled me, memories of a place and a time that were different than now, memories of people who were different than now.

      Those memories were a promise, but also, surprisingly, a sort of threat.

      As the ne’rash continued to wash through me, it finally eased, and I was able to remove my hands. It was as if the temple and this stand had wanted me to stay here long enough for it to share with me that message, and anything more was unnecessary.

      I could scarcely breathe.

      “How much of that did you see?” I asked Nevii.

      “Some, but not all,” she said. “Should I have been able to see most of it?”

      “I think the ne’rash wanted me to know that there was something more from before your people came here.”

      And if it was before her people had come to these lands, then it would it be before our people, my people, had come to these lands.

      “I didn’t see that,” she said.

      Which meant I was the only one to have witnessed it.

      The Hith didn’t trust me. For good reason, too. I didn’t blame them for their suspicion, and yet I thought they would need to find a way to work together, to find a place where they both would understand each other, and perhaps have a measure of trust.

      If they couldn’t, then I didn’t know whether they would work with us.

      “I saw the is’anish, the tu’alan, the dwul’ran, and even the ger’thin,” I said. “It was in a place before this.” I closed my eyes, but those images were murky, difficult for me to make much out. They were there, just in the background, near enough I felt as if I should be able to find some aspect to them, but as I chased that memory and that knowledge, I found that it remained just at the edge of my ability to find it. “I don’t know what reason the ne’rash had in showing me those images,” I said. “All I know is there was knowledge there.”

      “What will it have you do, Volatar?”

      It was more than a question. There was almost an edge to it, and I smiled to myself.

      I had once had an edge like that.

      Perhaps I still did. While trying to work through the effect of the ne’rash, it was often difficult for me to know just how much of that sharpness I still possessed.

      “I think that we need to understand something that has long troubled me.”

      “What is that?”

      “The Vicenz.”
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      Coynahl was quiet. Dark. The streets were empty. Despite that, I could feel the energy of everyone who lived in the city. Most of them touched upon the ne’rash. There were those Hith who had lent power to the temple, gifting it in a way to send energy streaming up through the massive tower, creating the bands of energy that wove together and became something more. There were other people within the city as well, people who weren’t necessarily connected to the ne’rash in quite the same way, but still maintained a hint of energy. There was power to them, and I was able to feel that power, and could detect the way that they all connected here.

      “Where are you leading me?” I asked, keeping my voice soft.

      “You wanted to know about the Vicenz,” she said.

      I looked over, and there was a hard set to her jaw, and wrinkles in the corners of her eyes, but more than that, there was the energy of the ne’rash that flowed out from her, settling down from her and out.

      “What is it?”

      “If you had not helped us with the temple, I probably would not be interested in offering you any answers, Volatar,” she said. “As it is, I question whether I’m doing the right thing by leading you here.”

      “I’m not trying to get you to betray your people.”

      “It’s not a betrayal of my people. It’s that the questions you asked, the information you seek, are sacred.”

      I frowned. “Why is it sacred?”

      She stopped. “It is sacred because it is tied to the most holy of the ne’rash.”

      She turned, heading through the streets, guiding me to an enormous building near the center of the city. The temple was majestic, powerful, and even here, I could feel the energy of it, but this building was something more.

      There was an energy to it, but it was different than the ne’rash.

      As I pushed outward, probing with the ne’rash, I could feel the way the building seemed to latch on to it, pulling upon me. It was as if it wanted to try to drag me, to pry my power away from me.

      The elaron surged from it as well. The combined effort of the two powers allowed me to avoid the building pulling upon me, but the effect was still noticeable.

      “What is this?” I asked softly.

      “This is what you wanted to see,” she said.

      “This is the Vicenz?”

      “This was the Vicenz.”

      “What do you mean was?”

      “There was a time when the Vicenz served as…” She closed her eyes, pressing her mouth together tightly, and I had a feeling of the irritation within her.

      “What did they serve as?”

      “The highest,” she said softly.

      “You served the Vicenz.”

      “Our priests did. They understood the ne’rash, and they understood there were other entities in the world we must serve. How could we do anything other than serve them?”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re upset with me?”

      I thought that I knew. My experience with the Vicenz over the years was such that I fully understood what it was that I had done with them and to them. I didn’t know if it was the same reason she would be upset with me, though suspected that it would be.

      “There was a time when the Vicenz guided our people. And then they were lost.”

      “Lost.”

      She nodded. “They were no more. The Volatar ensured the Vicenz would no longer lead us.”

      We stared at the building, and though I could feel the energy within it, the power that was there, there wasn’t anything more to it that I was aware of. It was simply the building drawing on us.

      Were the Vicenz still active, I suspected I would have detected something more from them, but I had removed the Vicenz. I had done so with as much determination as I could. Partly, that was because I had known that they were responsible for so much of the attacks that we had faced. By bringing the fight to the Vicenz, and then to the Hith, I had sought to eliminate them as much as I could. I had never known if I had removed all of them. In fact, I would have thought I had not.

      “There still must be Vicenz active,” I said.

      “You would think so, but there are not,” she said softly.

      She stepped toward the building.

      It had a strange shape to it. It was almost undulating, with the exterior of it rippling. It wasn’t until we got close that I realized the stone I thought the building was made of was not stone at all.

      Was it fyrwood?

      I didn’t think so. If it had been, I would’ve expected to have felt that, as well, but if this was a place of the Vicenz, then it would make sense that they had used a vrendan, though I had never seen a vrendan quite like this before. If this was a vrendan, then it was an enormous one, much larger than any other that I had ever encountered.

      She stepped up to the doorway. When she did, she released ne’rash out from her.

      The building absorbed it, taking it in and holding it.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      “A gift must be made,” she said.

      “A gift to what?”

      “To the Vicenz,” she said. “Otherwise, we would not be permitted entry.”

      A cold washed over me.

      “What do you mean a gift to those the Vicenz served?”

      “The Vicenz do not rule.”

      “And what about you?” I asked, looking at her. “Who rules the Hith?”

      “We have our own organization,” she said.

      I began to grow increasingly concerned about what happened here.

      We stepped inside the building.

      I had not given a gift to the Vicenz, so I still had the control I normally did over the elaron and the ne’rash. As I embraced those powers, I prepared for the possibility that I might need to unleash them upon the vrendan. The only way I knew to destroy a vrendan was either to physically shatter it or to overwhelm it with power. When overwhelmed, the vrendan would release its power outward, but it still left the one who had done the overwhelming depleted. Were I to do that now, I couldn’t help but feel as if that would diminish me at a time when I didn’t think it was necessary for me to do so. I needed to be as careful as I could to ensure that I did not become diminished before I had completed whatever I was meant to accomplish here.

      The inside of the building was dark. Not entirely, though. A steady glow seemed to surround everything, faint and unpleasant. The ongoing drawing of power persisted, the building itself attempting to drain me of my natural power. I struggled against it, straining to prevent the building from overpowering me, though as I did, I could feel it continuing to work against me.

      Maybe there were some Vicenz remaining. If so, then I would have to be prepared. If so, coming into the stronghold of their power, a place where they ruled, might have been a mistake.

      “How many times have you come here?” I asked.

      “I was not permitted to come here very often,” she said softly.

      “Yet you are willing to bring me now?”

      “It has been unused for many years,” she said.

      “Are you sure?” I turned in place, feeling the energy that continued to draw away from me, and couldn’t help it but feel as if there was still something trying to call upon power, to send that energy through me and outward.

      “I am quite certain,” she said.

      I shifted my attention to the ne’rash.

      Given the way that the ne’rash energy worked, I had to wonder if perhaps I might be able to discover something within the ne’rash that would help me determine just what the Vicenz had done here. They had placed their vrendan here, drawing upon power.

      We had seen evidence of similar things in other places, though none quite like this.

      They should not have been able to have created one this massive. Unless, of course, my new suspicion was accurate. The Vicenz served someone.

      Here I had believed that it was the Hith, and in some ways, it had been the Hith. The Hith had served the Vicenz, but they had done so because they had believed in the power the Vicenz possessed, and they had come to think that they had no choice in the matter.

      Then there were the ger’thin. They had twisted the ne’rash, turning it into something different. That twisting and turning of power had altered the Hith, forcing them to attack in a different way altogether.

      That was what I was most concerned about.

      I looked around the inside of the room.

      There wasn’t anything here that was particularly impressive. I could feel the energy here, and knew there was power that pulled on my connection to magic, but other than that, the room was empty.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

      “You wanted to understand the Vicenz.”

      “I did,” I said, “but I’m not entirely sure this is what I wanted to understand.”

      “What did you want to understand?” she asked.

      I looked around. “I don’t even know.”

      I couldn’t tell, nothing other than how the power was here, and what that power implied. I would’ve expected a building like this, a home like this, to have something that would suggest the people who had been here. I would’ve expected a table. Chairs. Perhaps bedrooms. Books on shelves. Decorations.

      There was none of that.

      There was only the building itself.

      There was only the vrendan.

      If this was something the Hith had valued, then I had to understand it. Which might mean releasing power into it.

      I didn’t want to do that. I didn’t want to unleash power into the vrendan, mostly because I didn’t want to potentially give away a part of my power to the Vicenz. Yet seeing as how there were no Vicenz here, that might not even matter.

      There might not be anything for them to do to me here.

      I took a deep breath. As I did, I began to release a hint of ne’rash, adding to it just a touch of the elaron. It was a little, only enough that I could feel it beginning to seep out, and into the vrendan that was the building.

      “What are you doing?” Nevii asked, turning to me and reaching for me.

      “I’m not trying to harm it, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “You would not be able to,” she said.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “How is it that you don’t know?”

      I shrugged. “Because I don’t.”

      “When the war was at its peak, a number of your Jahor ventured as far as Coynahl. They sought to attack. They snuck in during the night, and they attempted to destroy this place, but they failed.”

      “As far as I know, none of my people made it this far south,” I said. “We never tried to push this far. We only wanted to reclaim lands that had once been Jahor, not to try to push the Hith out of all the lands.”

      It wasn’t as if I was trying to create an empire the same way as the Hith had. Though I wondered if it had felt that way to the Hith. They probably believed that I had wanted that, and that by my attacking, trying to push them out, we had intended to do so.

      “I was here then,” Nevii said softly. “I know what took place. I remember feeling terror that night, the belief that the Jahor would finally take away everything from us.” She turned away from me. “You had already destroyed our temple. And now you would come and destroy the only sacred thing remaining to us.”

      I shook my head. “We didn’t,” I said softly.

      “You did. I remember the flash of power. The explosion of it. I remember how the energy of your magic lit up the night. Countless assaults striking here. But it held. Of course it held. We should never have questioned that it would.”

      As far as I had known, no Jahor had ever come this far south.

      We wouldn’t have. It was too dangerous to venture this far to the south, too dangerous to risk certain slaughter. We had experienced enough over the years that we knew better than to come this far into the heart of the Hith.

      But could some of my people have done so?

      When I had been the Volatar, when I had led the Jahor, I had controlled them, at least to a certain extent. They had followed my lead.

      There were some, though, who had not wanted to. There were some who had not wanted to wage war the same way that we had needed to wage war. Then there were some who wanted more violence. It was the reason that I had not been willing to make soldiers of the Order for a long time.

      I hadn’t wanted a return of that violence.

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “The Vicenz demonstrated their power. They demonstrated that they could prevent even the mightiest of the Jahor from harming this place.” She turned, looking up at it. “And then we knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      She turned to me. “Knew we were destined to succeed.”

      I held her gaze. Even as I looked around, feeling the power that was here, recognizing the energy that existed within the vrendan that comprised this building, I couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she would not know that the building served as a vrendan were I to share it with her. With the ne’rash, she had the potential of learning and understanding, but there was also the possibility she was blinded to it.

      Could the same be said about me?

      There was no doubt in my mind I had my own bias when it came to these powers. I had been bonded to the elaron for so many years, using it to help our people, that I’d believed it was the only true usage of power. I had rejected the ne’rash that some part of me had known existed within me for a long time. Only when there had been no other choice but to embrace it had I come to accept the ne’rash as a part of me.

      I had been driven toward it.

      Driven toward it by the Trilan. By the way the Trilan had acted. By the power that the Trilan represented.

      “What do you feel when you release power here?” I asked Nevii.

      “I feel the higher calling,” she said.

      “Describe it to me,” I said.

      “So that you may attack it?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “I’m not so sure I would be able to attack it.” Even if I wanted to, I doubt there would be anything I might be able to do. I could feel the power of the vrendan, much like I could feel the way it wanted to draw that off of me, attempting to call it.

      A hint of ne’rash began to stream away from her.

      She pushed it outward, but surprisingly—or perhaps not surprisingly given what had happened with her over the last day or so—a trace of elaron came with it. I had a feeling that she did not control the use of the elaron as it flowed from her. It was mostly the ne’rash she controlled, though now the elaron wrapped around her control over the ne’rash, so that it seemed some aspect of it was bonded to it. It bridged it.

      That was what I had to hope would be helpful to her. I had to hope that by having that connection to not just the ne’rash, but to the elaron, she might be able to connect in some different way to the power that was out there and come to recognize what had taken place. I didn’t know if she could.

      More than that, I didn’t know if she would be willing to accept the possibility that there might be something different. She continued to push power out from her.

      “As I command the ne’rash, I can feel the way that the power of the Vicenz draws it. It calls to it.” There was a trace of a smile on her face. “It wants to show me something. I can feel it.”

      “What does it want to show you?”

      “That there is a higher power,” she said. Her arms spread out to the side, and with her eyes closed, it was almost as if a look of rapture came across her face.

      “It’s not a higher power,” I said. Knowing how much she and the Hith valued their connection and relationship with the Vicenz, I realized that I had to be particularly cautious, but I also needed for her to fully understand just what was that she was giving credit to. “My people have known this as a vrendan. It’s a device. Nothing more than that. It allows power to be held within it.” When she opened her eyes and looked at me, I motioned to the walls all around us. They had the same strange rippling appearance as the walls outside did. “When I first encountered the Hith, I recognized there were other items that could hold on to power. I thought they were tied to the Hith, that your people had created them so that you could destroy us. I’ve learned that they weren’t created for that purpose. They were something else.”

      “What purpose were they created for?” she asked.

      “I don’t really know,” I said. “I have spent quite a bit of time trying to understand. Unfortunately, I just don’t know.”

      “Which is why you wanted to come here.”

      I nodded carefully. “I thought that I might have answers here. I thought coming to this place, to a structure that had once been prominent for the Hith, that I might find answers I wasn’t able to uncover in any other way. Unfortunately, I don’t know that I have them.”

      “You would not attempt to destroy this place?”

      Again I shook my head. “As I said, I don’t even know if it’s possible for me to destroy it. Vrendans are particularly resilient. They can be shattered, but that takes the right kind of attack. I have seen magic overwhelm them, but even then, there is an edge of power that lingers that makes it difficult for me to say with any confidence we would be able to completely overpower them.”

      “Why would you wish to destroy these items?”

      “Because they can be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous because you don’t understand them,” she said.

      “Dangerous because the power stored within them can be used by those who don’t fully have an appreciation of it,” I said.

      “Perhaps,” she said.

      I release my hold on the ne’rash and the elaron, no longer probing into the vrendan, not wanting to diminish myself too much by holding on to this power. “Are there any other items of the stands in the city?”

      “You wish to see if you can destroy them, as well?”

      “Have I attempted to destroy this one?”

      She hesitated a long moment before answering. “No,” she said softly.

      “I seek to understand. That’s all.”

      She regarded me for a long moment. “You are not what I expected.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “When I was younger, still learning of my control over the ne’rash, the war was in full swing. We understood there was danger around us. Those of us who were connected to the ne’rash were called to serve. We understood that within our calling, there might be some aspect to it that would pose a danger to us, but most who felt that calling understood that we were serving something higher.”

      “The Vicenz,” I said.

      “Yes. We heard stories of the one called the Volatar.” She swallowed, and sadness crossed her face. “So many were lost to him. So many were destroyed. Killed. There were far too many that had been lost under your attack.”

      “Not under my attack,” I said. “You may not believe it, but I didn’t start the war. All I did was try to ensure that my people weren’t slaughtered by the Hith.”

      “Your people started the war. Did you not see the memory within the temple?”

      I nodded. “I saw the memory, but I can also tell you I don’t know that it is telling you what truly happened. I suspect the Vicenz”—or even the ger’thin, which made it difficult for me to know—“were responsible for changing that memory.”

      “They would not have. The Vicenz came to us after the temple was destroyed. They showed us a different power. A higher power. They showed us that we need not serve only the ne’rash.”

      “And as you served the Vicenz, you continued your attack on the Jahor.”

      “We wanted to help others find the same understanding that we had,” she said.

      “By destroying the Jahor.”

      “The Jahor were using their magic to destroy sacred items,” she said.

      I just frowned. “I wish that we would’ve had an opportunity to have spoken before the war had gotten out of hand,” I said. “Though even if we had, I don’t know if it would’ve made a difference.”

      That was one of the harder things for me to admit. Despite knowing that there should be peace between us, that there should not be the violence that had spread, I couldn’t help but feel as if there wasn’t anything that I could do to sway her.

      There might be, though.

      It might involve something that I hadn’t considered before.

      “When was the last time that you spent any time outside of Coynahl?”

      “I have served in Coynahl for the last ten years,” she said.

      “There are things you need to see.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need to see the effect of the Hith on the Jahor.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Why should I go see your people?”

      “You should go see them so that you can understand what your people did.”

      “What will you do to me?”

      “I won’t do anything to you.” I turned to her, facing her, trying to stretch out with the ne’rash to see if I could connect to her. Even as I tried, I could feel how she resisted. She pushed back with her control over the ne’rash, a control that I had helped foster. “Have I done anything to try to harm you in the time that I’ve been here?”

      She frowned. “I suppose not.”

      “Have I done anything other than restore your temple. Connect the memories of the Hith back to that temple. Warn you of a greater danger.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “Then will you trust me a little bit more?”

      “I will not come alone,” she said softly.

      “I suppose that’s fair,” I said.

      I could just imagine what it was going to be like when we marched into Jahor-controlled territory now with an army of Hith. Perhaps that was the risk that I had to take.

      I asked her to trust me, but I would also need to trust her, if only a little bit.

      We stared at each other for a long moment, neither of us speaking, and finally she nodded.

      “We can go in the morning.”
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      Smoke hung in the air. Explosions thundered all around, magic ringing out everywhere. The Hith magic was far more potent in this way than Hevith had expected.

      Jahor soldiers lay unmoving.

      Hevith darted through the battleground, probing them, reaching to try to connect them to the elaron, working to add more power to them.

      He knew he could, but he also knew there might be a limit to how quickly he could react.

      “We have to get to Jerind,” Hevith said, trying to shout over the explosions.

      He covered his ears, ignoring the next explosion, feeling the power humming in the air.

      He looked over, and Coldan ran alongside him. His sword was unsheathed, and at one point he had fallen, hit his head, and gotten up. The elaron flowing through him had healed him, at least enough to allow him to go on. Hevith wondered how much longer they would be able to manage. There would come a time when even Coldan would fail.

      “We’re not even sure that it’s him,” Coldan said. His voice was hoarse from having held as much as he had.

      They reached a small rise, and in the distance the city loomed into view. Vor.

      All of the fighting just for them to reach a small city.

      Hevith didn’t even know if it would be worth it.

      Once they reached the city, then they would have to try to free it, finding the Jahor in the process.

      He saved as many of his soldiers as he could, but there would be losses.

      That had become evident the closer they had come to the city.

      The attacks had increased in intensity. The Hith continued using regular soldiers, thinking that they could overwhelm the Jahor that way, but that was not going to be enough.

      There were not nearly as many Hith as there had been at first.

      It was almost as if the Hith had been willing to throw the regular soldiers at them, a sacrifice as they attempted to overpower the Jahor.

      Either that, or they were simply testing them. Maybe they were trying to determine just how powerful the Jahor could be.

      “The other Hith called him Jerind,” Hevith said.

      “I’m sure, but you also heard he had a brother. Or a twin. Or maybe there are more like them.” Coldan stopped, and he looked back toward some of the other Jahor soldiers. “If you can make us, imagine what the Hith can do.”

      “I have imagined it,” Hevith said.

      It went very much like this. Imagining what they had seen, and what they were experiencing, left him thinking that perhaps they wouldn’t be able to escape this fight.

      Somehow, he would have to come up with a way.

      “We need to get to the city.”

      “Even when we get there, there’s no guarantee that we will find what you want,” Coldan said.

      “There has to be that Movras there. We find them, we free them, and then…”

      Hevith didn’t even know.

      He had remained focused on the task, thinking that he would be able to get to the city, but he didn’t know if it would make a difference. He didn’t even know if reaching the Movras would make a difference. These days, Hevith wasn’t sure about much of anything. All of the time that he had spent trying to get to this point, all the time that he had intended to reach a place of safety, and now…

      Hevith shook his head, staring out into the distance, focusing on the power that exploded out there. He could feel it wandering around him. That power left him uncomfortable.

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

      “We will get past it,” Coldan said.

      “It’s not so much getting past it as the idea that the Hith are so brutal,” Hevith said.

      It was that brutality which made him nervous. Concerned about what they might have to encounter. It was that brutality which left Hevith thinking that maybe he needed to take a different approach.

      Another burst of power thundered near them, exploding and tossing the ground up and around.

      Hevith stared at it, focusing on the power that was used, the energy exploding within him. Even as he did, he wasn’t able to tell whether there was anything more to it other than the simple fact of power.

      And it was power.

      The ne’rash continued to explode around him, energy that Hevith struggled to comprehend. He could feel that power everywhere around him, a power that left him trembling.

      When he turned, sweeping his gaze around the battlefield, he saw little more than dust and debris hanging in the air. The late evening sunlight seemed to catch the haze, reflecting it in a way that made it even more difficult for Hevith to see clearly. He stared at it, focusing on that sunlight, thinking about how similar it looked to the elaron.

      It didn’t feel the same as the elaron, though. He wished it did. He wished he could feel as if there was a god watching over them. Maybe that would make things easier on him.

      Hevith hadn’t heard from the other Jahor that the god they had believed in was the one they needed to celebrate. The only person who had really suggested that they follow Callah was Mother. He wondered if that had been her god, or if she had known something about the Jahor that the others had not revealed to him. Perhaps it was only her god. Or perhaps it was her trying to convince him that there was a god for him to follow.

      “There are times when I wonder if it would be better if I believed in a higher power,” Hevith said to Coldan.

      “Even after everything we’ve seen?”

      “Even then,” he admitted. “If there was a higher power, if there was some god watching over us, guiding us, perhaps even choosing us the way that Mother had once tried to make it seem, I would have an easier time with all of this.”

      “I don’t think you would,” Coldan said.

      Hevith frowned at him. “Why not?”

      “You want to believe in a higher power. I think that’s normal. I wanted to believe the same thing. When we were fighting those years ago, battling on behalf of the Jahor, thinking that I was doing something not just for my people, but for some higher power, made everything easier for me.”

      “You don’t believe, either.”

      “I believe,” Coldan said. “But I also recognize belief isn’t enough. We need to do what’s right for our people in the moment.”

      Another explosion thundered. “The Hith probably have their own god that they follow,” Hevith said.

      “Probably,” Coldan agreed.

      “It occurs to me we don’t know much of anything about them.”

      “The Hith have been moving steadily north over the years, conquering lands, destroying cultures, and taking over. What is there to know other than that?”

      Hevith shrugged. “I guess I don’t know.”

      Coldan smiled. “I don’t either.”

      Another explosion thundered.

      This one was close, and Hevith looked over to Coldan, watching him, worried about what might happen and what his reaction might be. Coldan showed no sign of concern.

      Hevith felt concerned, though. With everything that they had seen, the ongoing Hith attack and proximity of it made him increasingly worried about what they might have to deal with.

      “Aren’t you worried about these explosions?” Hevith asked.

      “Should I be?”

      “They seem to be getting closer,” Hevith said.

      “Perhaps they are, but they are only ne’rash.”

      Hevith grunted. “I would think that you would be more concerned about the ne’rash.”

      “It’s not that I’m not concerned about the ne’rash,” he said, waving his hand. “It’s just that I understand the ne’rash isn’t quite the same threat it would once have been.”

      “You don’t fear the Hith?”

      He shrugged. “Not most of them. If we encounter one of the typical Hith, we have no difficulty dealing with them.”

      “What if we encounter one like Jerind?”

      They still hadn’t seen him again, and though Hevith knew he was still out there, and worried about what would happen when they encountered him again, there wasn’t anything to be done about it. All they could do was focus on the task at hand, on fighting through this battle.

      They had to reach the city. Then they had to free it. Only then would they be able to find the Jahor.

      “If we encounter another like him, then you will deal with it,” Coldan said.

      “I’m not so sure I can handle more than one.” And he wasn’t so sure that he could even handle one. When he had dealt with Jerind, he had very nearly not been able to do anything when it came to him.

      If it came down to it, Hevith had to be ready. He had to be prepared for the possibility that he wouldn’t be able to stop Jerind.

      “You know what I’ve seen since I’ve gotten to know you?”

      “What is that?” Hevith asked.

      It felt strange having this conversation with everything exploding all around them, but the others were dealing with most of the threat, and because of that, they didn’t have to do anything other than wait.

      Waiting was difficult. Waiting was painful.

      But waiting was necessary.

      “I’ve seen you grow with your connection to this power.” He motioned to himself. “Even me. I think about what I was like. Do you know it’s hard to remember what it was like when I could get injured easily?”

      “I could remind you,” Hevith said, smiling at him.

      “I’m sure you could, but you might be one of the few who could. When I’ve been injured during our fighting, the wounds don’t last very long. The power you have connected me to seems to help restore me.”

      “I might have something to do with that,” Hevith said.

      Coldan frowned, cocking his head as he studied him. “Do you?”

      “When others have been injured, I surge more elaron to them. I don’t know if it makes a difference or not, but it seems to me it needs to happen.”

      Coldan frowned. “Perhaps that’s all it is. Either way, I don’t even have any aches or pains the way that I once did.”

      “You don’t mind it.”

      “I was a little unsettled at first, but the more I have come to know about this power and what it means for me, the more comfortable I am in how it works. How can I not be? I am connected to something greater. I’m serving something greater.”

      There was another explosion, and this one followed by a shout.

      “You’re the one who convinced me of that. I don’t even know if you remember, but you convinced many of us we’re fighting on behalf of something more. Because of you, all of the Order have come together and come to recognize there’s something more for us.”

      Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He tasted the destruction in the air.

      The ne’rash continued to explode everywhere, but so far no one had been injured any more than what they had already encountered. Hevith doubted anybody would be specifically hurt through this attack.

      It was more the Hith’s way of demonstrating the strength of the ne’rash. Perhaps that would work against others, but against him and the rest of the Jahor, it didn’t do much of anything.

      “Eventually, we’re going to have to just brace and go through this,” Coldan said.

      “I don’t know how many Hith are out there,” Hevith said.

      “There’s one way that you could find out.”

      “I’ve been reluctant to do that so close to the city. I fear they might have some way of holding me. If they can hold the Movras, then they can hold me.”

      “Maybe,” Coldan said.

      Hevith smiled at him. “Maybe? You’re talking about somebody who has knowledge and power of the elaron. That makes them far more capable than me.”

      Coldan looked over to him. “Knowledge, yes. Power? That’s something different, it seems. From what I’ve seen with you, you have considerable power. Besides that, you have already proven an ability to connect to the others with you. Does the Movras know how to do that?”

      “I would assume he or she would.”

      “Assume, but you don’t know. If Mel had been able to do that, don’t you think she would have?”

      Hevith nodded. He supposed Coldan was right. Had Mel been able to connect to the others within the city, she would have been far more powerful. Why was it he could do it?

      The inestar.

      That was the only thing that seemed to fit for him. Hevith had enough experience holding and using the inestar that it had helped him learn how to control that power, to turn it and twist it in a way that would help him find a different connection. Because of the inestar, Hevith had come to truly understand the way that the elaron could be used to connect them.

      But it seemed to him that it would be more than that. It might simply be the nature of how he used the elaron. One thing Mel had taught him, and something that he believed, was that each person was bound to the elaron in their own unique way.

      Hevith still tried to understand in what way he was bound to the elaron, and though he wasn’t at all certain what it was, he did recognize that through his connection to the elaron, he was able to use it more effectively to not only protect those with him, but also to reach out to them. Perhaps that was his gift.

      Another explosion thundered.

      The sky was getting darker. With the attack persisting, they would have to make a decision. Would they stay and wait, knowing the Hith might continue their attack after dark, or would they push forward, risking themselves, not certain what they might find?

      In the darkness, the Hith had the advantage. Their dark power could slip through the shadows and could attack the people with him. That was what he feared. He didn’t want to risk his people.

      Hevith wondered if perhaps that wasn’t even a choice for him any longer.

      They were his people, and he was to lead them, but it was more than just that.

      He needed to guide them.

      Hevith turned to Coldan. “I will see what I can find.”

      “Do it quickly,” Coldan said, gritting his jaw as he did.

      “Why?”

      “Because something has changed.”

      Hevith frowned, and he could feel it when he did. There was power out in front of him. Significant power.

      That power was the energy of the ne’rash.

      And it was getting closer.
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      Hevith sat quietly, ignoring the chaos around him. The thundering persisted, now a steady drumbeat that reminded him of the thunderstorm that had blown through several days before. Within this storm, however, there was no rain. There was only the ongoing explosions of power. The Hith used their magic to cause great rents in the earth, attempting to toss the Jahor. So far, the Jahor had managed to avoid any attacks, but the ne’rash was moving toward them.

      He squeezed his eyes shut as he focused in the distance, straining for the energy out there. He could feel something different and unusual. Hevith had to allow himself to focus on that power to ensure he found what they needed.

      Answers. That was what they needed.

      He pushed off with the elaron, separating into the Place of Knowing.

      When he did, he floated above himself. The separation was easy now. There was minimal pain, though there was an awareness that he left his body behind.

      That was dangerous in the best of times, but on a battlefield, with the potential dangers of the Hith attacking, Hevith worried about leaving himself unprotected. Coldan would watch over him, as would the other Jahor, but there seemed to him a limit to how much they would be able to do to keep them safe and protected.

      Hevith drifted, drawing himself toward the city in the distance.

      He could feel something there.

      Perhaps it was only the ne’rash, or perhaps there was something else out there that he might be able to detect. Hevith focused on the energy that was in front of him, drawing himself toward it.

      Distantly, he was aware of the power exploding all around him, that of the ne’rash that the Hith were using to attack. So far, the Jahor had managed to stay separated, and they had survived, but how much longer would that last?

      The Hith were moving. The ne’rash pressed forward, and in time, much less time than what he dared believe, they would be there.

      He had to act quickly. What he needed was to gain understanding.

      The Place of Knowing was his way of gaining that knowledge and understanding, his way of trying to see what was out there and whether there was anything they could do to overcome it.

      He continued floating, and the energy that was out there called to him.

      Hevith focused on the elaron.

      That was the only thing he had control over, and the one thing that he truly wanted to know. If there was some way for him to identify whether or not there were other Jahor working with the Hith, then he had to find out.

      If his goal was to protect the Jahor, then he had to find a way to do so. He would have to ensure that any fighting they did would still protect them.

      Coldan was right, too.

      Hevith couldn’t change them and could not alter the Jahor who were within the city; he could not connect them to their power until he was certain that they were aligned with them.

      That was the key.

      But protecting them… That was something Hevith could do regardless.

      Far below were hundreds of figures moving toward them.

      They came slowly, drifting through the darkness, through the shadows, and Hevith remained where he was.

      Soldiers.

      Not Hith. These were regular soldiers.

      Men who would die quickly. The Jahor were far too powerful for them.

      He focused on the elaron and began to probe, searching for whether any of them were Jahor. As he did, there came a surge of energy. Dozens upon dozens of flashes of elaron surged from the battlefield below.

      Many of them were Jahor.

      Hevith almost withdrew to his body to warn Coldan, but he waited. The Hith knew what they were doing. More than that, they must have known what Hevith might do.

      What was behind them?

      He floated further. He had time, though it was limited. The longer he stayed in the Place of Knowing, the more likely it was he would end up delaying beyond the point where the battle would surge. Still, Hevith needed to know. He had to reach the far side of the battleground, and he had to understand how many of the Hith were there.

      More soldiers were beneath him.

      Hundreds. A thousand.

      Too many.

      They had sent the Jahor ahead of them, but others followed.

      Even if none of them were Hith, the sheer number of soldiers would be an overwhelming onslaught. Jahor soldiers would not be overwhelmed, but it would also mean a slaughter of those without power. The people they had come to free and protect would be destroyed.

      The further he floated, the more Hith he found.

      At first, he came across only a pocket. Two, then three at a time. The Hith moved behind the soldiers, prodding them, forcing them ahead of them.

      Dark energy flowed from them, creeping through the battlefield.

      The darkness added to the growing night. That darkness made it difficult for anyone to see anything. Hevith was tempted to surge through it, to use the elaron, but not yet. He needed to know more. He continued floating.

      It seemed strange, but there was a pattern to the way power stretched out across the battlefield. It protruded from the clusters of Hith, a calm of soldiers that sent them spreading along, creeping outward, long fingerlike tendrils that stretched out and swept around the battlefield.

      Hevith had experienced those tendrils enough times facing the Hith that he was tempted to create a blazing blade of elaron and slice through them, but again he refrained.

      Not yet.

      He needed to get past the Hith.

      Darkness pooled more deeply near him.

      He moved further.

      He found a pocket of that darkness. Within that pocket of darkness was more energy. Ne’rash pooled here. Hevith lingered for a moment, looking around and focusing on it, straining to try to decipher just what he detected, but struggling.

      There was too much ne’rash here.

      It obscured everything around him, obfuscating it so that he wasn’t able to see anything other than what he had in front of him.

      That was a problem.

      Hevith had to push through it, but he held back. The answer was that it had to be Jerind or someone like him. Hevith might be able to study them, to get an understanding of what he might do and how he might attack.

      He couldn’t help but feel as if the answer was there, just at the edge of his knowing.

      He waited a moment.

      Tendrils of ne’rash flowed out from him. It flickered, probing forward, and he realized that it probed to the other Hith, and from there spread outward.

      It was almost as if he were controlling them.

      A hive.

      Hevith needed to destroy Jerind first.

      When he did, then he could move onward.

      He started to turn back, but then paused.

      So far, it didn’t seem to him that anyone had been alerted to his presence, which allowed him to move freely in this form, to float without anyone seeming to pay him any attention. Because of that, Hevith wondered if he might be able to maneuver more openly.

      He could use that opportunity.

      He could move into the city, and he could probe and see if there were more of the Jahor presence within the walls of the city.

      There had to be. The Jahor they had captured and questioned had told him there were others there. They might not all be within the city, but they could be found somewhere. Prisons like those that had held him and Coldan and the others. That was what Hevith had to find.

      There would come a point where he would have to withdraw, head back to his body, and prepare the Jahor soldiers for the onslaught of the attack. Coldan might already know it was coming, having sent scouts out to patrol, but even if he didn’t, Hevith wanted to warn him that they needed to refrain from destroying the Jahor soldiers.

      Hevith needed to find some way to help them. He floated, moving further ahead, until he reached the city. As he stayed there, insubstantial, he couldn’t tell whether there was any more elaron around him.

      He searched, probing, straining outward, wanting to find the Movras.

      He pulsed with the elaron. Within his mind, it was a bright glowing light. He called upon the elaron from himself, from the Jahor soldiers, and even began to draw from those Jahor that were approaching.

      An idea came to him. He knew the effect of calling elaron from those who were connected to it. It weakened them.

      Not only that, but it made them lethargic. Sleepy. He could diminish the first line of the attack—and protect the Jahor.

      He focused on the Jahor that he had seen approaching his people. Hevith pulled upon the elaron within them.

      That energy was there, and it flowed to him. He pressed it outward again, creating a glowing orb of power around him.

      He didn’t want to simply create power in that manner.

      He needed something else. He wanted to create a summons.

      Not for himself, but for those who were with him, fighting on his behalf, working with him. Hevith needed to help them, and the summons would draw them out.

      The Movras might be able to find him.

      He directed that power, thinking about the way the inestar had focused it, and he began to curve it inward, turning it, twisting that power, and creating something that summoned the Jahor within the city.

      A deep drawing sensation flowed through him.

      He would be summoning not only the Jahor within the city, but he would be summoning the Jahor with him. By calling upon that power, he simply drew them to where they needed to go.

      He needed to call them into the city.

      An answer came to him. There were Jahor within the city.

      At first, Hevith didn’t know how many he detected, but the more he pressed that power outward, the more he began to feel the response to him. Dozens of them were there. All were answering him, responding in kind to the way he was pushing that power out.

      He had only to continue pushing.

      Hevith embraced that, sending a request: Come to me.

      He could feel the Hith surging against him. They tried to resist him, but Hevith ignored it, the same way he had ignored everything else. He tried to embrace the elaron within himself, and he continued to pull upon that of the Jahor that were around him, and in doing so, Hevith let that power flow to him, stretching away from him and adding it to the summons.

      It washed out over the entire city of Vor.

      Hevith could feel how that energy flowed away from him. There were far more Jahor within the city than he had anticipated, and that could actually be a benefit.

      Ne’rash struck behind him.

      He started to turn, but wasn’t able to withdraw.

      Hevith was trapped.

      Panic set in.

      He floated in place, the elaron all around him, the power of it filling him. An aspect of power surged. Hevith pulled the elaron from the city filled with Jahor to him.

      He pressed that power down, into the city, and sent it into the Jahor there. They would know the elaron. They would know the summons was meant for them. They would know he had come.

      The Volatar.

      Energy exploded, and suddenly he was freed.

      Hevith drifted back to his body, racing toward it, and when he reached it, he slammed back into his corporeal form.

      Coldan was there, reaching out a hand, helping him to his feet.

      “What was that?” Coldan asked. “I haven’t felt you do anything quite like that before.”

      “I don’t think I ever have done anything like that before,” Hevith said. “There are hundreds of Jahor within the city. I borrowed from them to create that summons. That’s not all,” Hevith continued. “There are dozens, maybe a hundred Jahor out on the battlefield.”

      “Hevith, we’ve already spoken about that. They might not know.”

      “That’s my point.”

      “So they might attack regardless. You can’t use the fact that they might be Jahor to protect them.”

      “It’s not a matter of whether they might be Jahor or not. I know that they are Jahor,” he said.

      “Hevith…”

      Hevith shook his head. He started toward the edge of the battlefield, and he could feel energy out there. He had to call upon their power. Not just call upon it, but he had to use it.

      “I’ve tried to weaken them,” Hevith said. “That way, they won’t pose as much of a danger to us.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Coldan said.

      “I know I’m right,” Hevith said.

      Coldan just shook his head. “Knowing you’re right, and…”

      Hevith turned to him, clapping him on the shoulder. “There are a thousand or more soldiers beyond the first line of Jahor. You will know the Jahor because they’re weakened. Some of them might already have collapsed.” He squeezed his eyes shut, thinking about what he had seen in the Place of Knowing. “I will see if I can’t draw off even more of the elaron from them to diminish them so they don’t attack.”

      “You had better be right,” Coldan said. “If you’re wrong…”

      “I know.”

      “This is going to be bloody.”

      “I know,” he said again.

      “Would you stop saying that? It’s driving me mad.”

      Hevith smiled tightly. “I know.”

      Hevith began to probe for the Jahor gathered on the battlefield around him. Those were the people that he needed to reach. As he probed for them, as he could feel that energy out there, he called it within himself.

      The elaron flowed and Hevith twisted it to push back into his Jahor soldiers. Light blazed within the night. It was the light of elaron. It was the light of power.

      He summoned the blade of elaron, and started forward.

      The rest of the Jahor soldiers joined him, crying out as they marched forward.
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      The ruins of the city of Delinth stretched in front of us. They no longer smoldered, for they had long ago been destroyed, leaving little more than the remains in their wake. I had visited this place several times after their destruction, but each time I had come away feeling the same. Empty. Lost.

      Having been here, and having lost everything that we had, I couldn’t help but feel the devastation of our people, a feeling that so much of our past had been destroyed by this war. If we had a lifespan like the tu’alan and the is’anish, perhaps it wouldn’t matter, but we did not. Our lifespan was short. Cities rose and fell in the time of one of their lives.

      What would rise and fall during their lives?

      “It’s been a while since we’ve come here,” Coldan said, guiding his horse up alongside mine, cupping his hand over his eyes. “I forget how it looks.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” I said.

      “You need to move on,” Coldan said.

      “I try,” I said. “The memory stays with me.”

      Delinth was where I had realized that the power of the Volatar wasn’t going to be enough. It was where we had begun to lose hope.

      It was where I had begun to lose hope.

      For so long, Delinth had served as a beacon for the Jahor, a place that we could point to and say this was what we could be if only we were given the chance to thrive. The buildings had risen, the elaron connecting them, and we had known power that had allowed us to try to perform even greater feats. It wasn’t the same as what we had heard described by those who had been connected to elaron in the past, but it was still impressive. The power within Delinth had been something.

      Now it was nothing.

      “Why did you choose to bring her here?” Coldan asked.

      I looked across the hillside. Grasses had returned, and flowers dotted the rolling hills, bringing life to a place where there had been death. I wondered how long it had been before life had returned.

      “She blames the Jahor for what happened.”

      “Of course she does. She’s Hith.”

      “She blames us for more than what I think we were responsible for.”

      “Does it matter?”

      I shrugged. “Not really, but that isn’t the issue.”

      “What is the issue?”

      “I want her to know that we aren’t the people she believed.”

      Coldan regarded me for a long moment. “Why does that even matter?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Hevith, ever since you encountered her, you have been…”

      “What?” I asked him.

      “I don’t know. Pensive?”

      I frowned. “Pensive?”

      “You have been different. I suppose that’s all that matters.”

      “I don’t know if I can be anything other than different,” I said. “The Hith should not have been our enemy.”

      “Who is to say who could and should have been an enemy? All we know is that they were. All we know is what they did.”

      “Which is why I needed to bring her here,” I said. “She needed to see what her people did.”

      “What will that change?”

      “Possibly nothing.”

      I kicked the horse forward, and headed into the remains of Delinth.

      As I passed by the stone wall that had once created a majestic entrance to the city, I paused, looking down at it. There was still a hint of elaron that flowed within the stone, though not nearly the way that it once had. I could feel that elaron within it, as if it were crying out to me, the stone injured and trying to find its way back to what it had once been. I climbed down from the saddle, and ran my hand along some of the debris. Closing my eyes, I thought about the way that it had looked before, the power that had once been within this place, the energy that had once comprised the city.

      As I did, I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something more here that I could have done. Of course, I had felt that way most of the time. Ever since the city had started to fall, I had begun to question whether I would be able to change the outcome, but unfortunately, there had been nothing I could have done.

      We didn’t have enough of the Jahor. We had been slaughtered.

      To be honest, we had slaughtered, as well. While the Hith had killed us, we had killed them.

      Nevii climbed down from her saddle, and she joined me as we stood in the entrance to Delinth. “Which city was this?”

      “Delinth,” I said.

      “I thought that you wanted to show me something.”

      I looked over to her, nodding. “This is what I wanted to show you.”

      “Why here?”

      “Because you need to know that it wasn’t only your people who suffered and lost.”

      She frowned. “If you think that you will convince me to—”

      I shook my head, raising my hand. “This isn’t an attempt to convince you of anything. All I’m trying to do is to tell you what my experience has been. Much like you wanted me to understand your experience.”

      She watched me for a few moments before nodding.

      We headed deeper into the city.

      As we went, I continued to feel the power around us. It was everywhere. Elaron traced throughout the city, guided by those who had once held it, by the builders, by the gardeners, even by me. I remembered the first time that I had come to Delinth. I had wanted to help create something more.

      We had been filled with excitement. Filled with a belief that we would be able to create something that hadn’t been seen for a long time. After all of the destruction we had gone through, Delinth was meant to be a place that was different than others.

      It was meant to be a place that would welcome and embrace the Jahor, a place that would call to them, and it wouldn’t hide from the fact that we were Jahor. We would be open about our identity, and we would try to use the energy we possessed to create something different and more.

      I looked over to her.

      “Can you feel anything here?”

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “There was a time when there was considerable power within this city. I just wondered if you might be able to feel any of the residual power.”

      She looked over to me. “Can you?”

      “I can feel the remains of that power, the evidence of what it had once been, but it is more like a memory than anything else.”

      She closed her eyes, and the ne’rash washed away from her, stretching out into the ground and then drifting toward the other Hith.

      There were nearly one hundred, all of them mounted, and all of them holding on to the ne’rash as they had ridden north with us. We had tried to navigate in a way that wouldn’t come across any other cities, mostly so that I didn’t have to deal with the potential for another battle, and for bloodshed.

      We had remained in separate camps. Neither Nevii nor I expected it to be any different, but it was a little disappointing that we hadn’t interacted more than what we had.

      “There is something here,” she said.

      I nodded slowly. That was better than not being able to detect anything, I supposed.

      In the time we’d been traveling, I continued to wait and hope she might be able to detect some more of the elaron, knowing that it was there within her, but so far, she had not.

      “This city wasn’t sacred, not like your temple was, but there was something here that was important to me,” I said. “When we finally ended the war—”

      “You ended the war,” she said.

      “I ended the war. There was peace. For my people, it was the first peace we had known a long time.”

      “I remember it, but my people retreated, trying to avoid attacking, whereas your people continued to push the fight ever further north. We attempted to avoid fighting, not wanting to deal with the violence and the bloodshed.”

      I had changed all of that.

      There were times I still wondered what would’ve happened had I done nothing. There were times when I couldn’t help but question whether the world might have been a different place had I simply allowed the Hith to continue their march to the north.

      What would they have accomplished?

      Better yet, considering they were serving the Vicenz, what would the Vicenz have accomplished? That was something I thought I needed to better understand. The Vicenz were after something. They had wanted to bring the Jahor under their command.

      They had wanted to gain control over two of the great powers.

      As far as I knew, the Vicenz didn’t have access to any of the great powers themselves. They used vrendans, and in their use of those vrendans, they commanded magic that they didn’t know how to use otherwise. But perhaps that wasn’t how it had to be.

      “The city was supposed to be a place to represent the Jahor,” I said. “This is where I wanted to restore my people, where I wanted to allow us the chance to be something more.” We had all ventured further inward now, with me leaving the reins of my horse, and Nevii walking alongside me.

      As we walked, she swept her gaze around her, saying nothing. I figured that was perhaps a good sign. If she understood just how dangerous everything was, and if she understood what we had gone through, then perhaps she might realize that the effect of the war was different than she was letting herself believe.

      “Why could you not be the Jahor elsewhere?”

      “Because we feared revealing ourselves,” I said. “In many of the places, at least when I was younger, most people feared that doing so would invite the Hith to attack.” I studied her for a moment. “Perhaps nothing would’ve happened to us. To them. We didn’t know. Most of the Jahor were willing to just keep moving. It wasn’t much of a life. But it was living. Which was better than the alternative. These people were my people,” I said.

      “These people were violent. They were the people who were willing to attack our temple.”

      “I’m not so sure.” I took a deep breath, letting it out. When I did, I could feel the death and destruction that had lingered within the city. It was almost as if I were still aware of it in a way, though I tried to ignore that, to ignore the feeling that lingered within me, the energy that suggested to me there was some part of this city that might still live. It was a false hope, and it was the kind of hope I knew better than to allow myself to even think of. “I continue to wonder what might have been,” I said. “I wonder what it might have been like had my people had an opportunity to grow and thrive.”

      “You would have continued to attack,” she said.

      “No,” I said. “We wouldn’t have attacked. We would have tried to exist.”

      I had a sense from her she still didn’t understand.

      Of course she couldn’t.

      The Hith had never known the same destruction that we had. The Hith had never known the kind of violence that we had. The Hith had never known what it was like to deal with the violence that the Jahor had known.

      They had never retreated, moving from their homes in order to avoid discovery and destruction. They had never feared others within the city revealing their presence. They had never known what it was like to want nothing but peace, but to find nothing but violence.

      Perhaps the divide between us was too great. If so, I couldn’t help but feel as if that were unfortunate. We should be able to have a peace between us. We should be able to know life without violence.

      We reached the center of the city. Here some of the buildings had remained mostly standing. Not intact. Not at all. But still standing.

      “Was this your home?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Delinth was never my home. I came here, helping the people to construct it, adding the elaron to it, but it was never my home.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was the Volatar,” I admitted. “Serving in that role didn’t allow me to have a home.”

      It was more than just that. It wasn’t so much I couldn’t have had a home, it was that I had never made one. I had been the Volatar. When I had embraced that title, I had embraced it wholly, and had been willing to do whatever was necessary in order to protect the Jahor. Coldan and I had traveled, suffering, recognizing that between the two of us, we would be able to defeat the Hith.

      We had made that our life’s mission.

      I looked back to Coldan. He followed, and there was darkness on his face, a cloud of it that covered him. Anger filled him.

      It was the same anger and rage that I had known from him for all those years. The same anger and rage that he had known every time he had thought about what the Hith had done. And there was little I could do to change that. I had tried. I had tried to help him find a measure of peace, though I had failed, as well.

      And because of that, we had known only violence.

      He looked over to me, noticing that I was watching him, and he shook his head. Pushing out with my connection to elaron, I let more power flow, more energy to stretch from me, reaching over to Coldan. I had a feeling he needed that, though I also had a feeling he wasn’t going to acknowledge what he needed. The more power that I poured out from me, the more certain I was that coming back here might have been a mistake. Even more of a mistake might have been bringing the Hith with us.

      “How was it destroyed?” she asked.

      “The Hith,” I said.

      “The Hith wouldn’t have been able to do this.”

      “Perhaps not just the Hith. The Hith. The Vicenz. The different powers that you were connected to.”

      She frowned. “It’s not so different than the kind of destruction that my people have experienced.”

      “It is, though.” I looked back at the other Hith with us. “You still have Coynahl. We have nothing.”

      “I’m sure you have something.”

      “All of the Jahor cities are lost. We have nothing. The Hith have succeeded in destroying the Jahor. Or nearly so.”

      I headed to the city, and I continued leading the horse, saying nothing to Nevii as I went, feeling as if there wasn’t anything to say. The only thing I had on my mind was trying to get through here, trying to gain an understanding about whether or not there was anything I might even be able to do.

      At this point, all I wanted was to show her what we had encountered, so that she would better understand just what it was we were dealing with. I had my doubt about whether or not she would even take it seriously, though I wished that I did not have to.

      “What more do you want me to see?” she asked as we headed through here.

      “I suppose I wanted you to see what we were dealing with,” I said. “I wanted you to understand what the Jahor experienced. I wanted you to know it wasn’t only your people who had suffered.”

      She stared, though she didn’t say anything more.

      I reached a pile of stone.

      From here, I could feel the ongoing pressure of the elaron flowing through it. I pushed out, using what I could to try to determine whether there was anything that was connected to the city in a different way than what we already knew, but even as I did, I couldn’t come up with it. The sense of elaron flowed everywhere, filling the entirety of the city, but there was some part of it that left me feeling as if I could find other answers.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      I looked over to her, and could feel the way that she probed at the ground, the ne’rash flowing out from her. For a moment, that angered me. I knew it should not, and I knew she was doing nothing that actually harmed me, but I could feel the presence there that left me troubled.

      “I’m probing with elaron,” I said.

      “What do you expect you will find?”

      I shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t expect to find anything. I don’t know if I will. All I wanted was to remember what it was like when I had been here before. I wanted to remember what the power here had felt like. I can feel it, though it is faint enough that I am not able to do anything with it.”

      She looked over to me, watching me. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t really know why. All I know is that the city was once something more.”

      I had spent only a little bit of time here. There were other places that had needed my attention as well, other places that I had needed to visit, places where the Jahor had asked for my assistance. I had offered it, willingly giving my time and connections so that they could understand just what it was that the Jahor could do.

      “I remember when we were here,” I said softly. “I remember the reaction to my people. We thought we would find safety.”

      At the time, we really believed that we would find that safety. At the time, we thought it was a matter of our fate, something that we deserved. Perhaps we had gotten what we deserved. I didn’t like thinking like that, but it was difficult not to have that fatalistic view.

      As I probed with the elaron, something pushed back against me. It was faint, but the more I pushed, the easier it became for me to feel that there was something else out near me.

      Another source of energy. I had to find the energy. Find what triggered it. Figure out just what was that we needed to do.

      All of those things were important.

      From here, I didn’t know what else I would need to do.

      I moved off, making my way to the sense of pressure that I detected. The elaron was out there, not so far away that I wasn’t able to reach for it.

      Behind me, I had a distant sense of Coldan following me, though he wasn’t so far away that I worried I was leaving him behind. Nevii trailed after me, and because of the ne’rash, and the connection I shared with her, I was able to feel that as well.

      I reached a small building. Or what had once been a small building. Now it was a pile of debris. From somewhere within it was a drawing energy, a probing power that called to the elaron.

      “Why here?” Coldan asked.

      “I can feel something here,” I said.

      “Do you feel elaron?” he asked.

      Nevii watched me, and I couldn’t read the expression on her face, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I could feel something coming from here.

      “I don’t know what it is,” I admitted.

      The power was there.

      “Do you know what this was?” Coldan asked.

      I shook my head. “Not really. There aren’t that many things about the city I remember all that well. Do you?”

      “I remember when we were here. I remember what I saw at that time. I remember feeling something here.”

      “What did you feel?”

      “The people of Delinth had created a place to gather. I wouldn’t remember it, other than the fact that I felt it. It was strange. I was aware of the energy that was here.” He tipped his head to the side, frowning. “Strange that I can remember that when I can’t remember so many things from that time.”

      “I suspect you remember more than you let on,” I said.

      “Well, in this case, there were things that I can remember. Delinth was a unique city, even then. The elaron flowed through it, and the Jahor of that time more than willing to gather together, to try to press the elaron through the city.”

      “You wouldn’t have been aware of it, then,” I said.

      Coldan shook his head. “No. And I don’t think that I was. I remember this building, though.”

      “Why?” Nevii asked.

      He looked over to her. For a moment, I thought Coldan might not answer. He didn’t care for the Hith. Coldan had done nothing to hide that fact, not that I would ask him to. I understood his reluctance, as well.

      “Because there were some within the city who wanted to do more than what the Jahor Council preferred,” Coldan said.

      He didn’t look over to me.

      “More as in how?” I asked.

      Finally, Coldan turned, and as he stared at me, I could feel energy coming from him, and I could feel the hesitation within him. “More as in removing the Hith.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?” Coldan stared at Nevii. “They were men and women of the Order. Men and women who had known the violence of the Hith. Who had barely survived the dangers that we had known for years. We had finally begun to have a measure of peace. Delinth was one of the first places where that peace was obvious. Where we could be ourselves. Where the Jahor could gather. But there were some who wanted something more.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you are the Volatar,” Coldan said. “And the Volatar did not need to be bothered with such things.”

      “I’m also Hevith,” I said softly.

      Coldan nodded slowly. “I talked them down,” he said. “But I don’t know what happened to them. There was one among them who was excitable. He wanted to attack.”

      That bothered me. Why anyone would want to keep pushing an attack was beyond me, but I knew that it might not even matter. Not anymore. We were so far beyond it…

      Only, we weren’t completely beyond it. We were still dealing with it.

      I stepped into the debris of the building, trying to figure out just what it was that I detected. There was still the power of elaron here. A considerable power.

      “Do you know what happened with them?” I asked Coldan.

      “No. They eventually left.”

      I looked over to Nevii. Could it be that those Jahor had left the city, and had perpetuated an attack I had intentionally tried to stop? I moved aside rock, debris, feeling for the elaron. As I did, I couldn’t help but wonder why I would be able to detect it so strongly here. There had to be some aspect to it that would explain why I was aware of it.

      Only as I tried to maneuver through here, I couldn’t detect anything.

      Just what was already here. Something suggested that the answer was important. Perhaps it was, but it was equally possible that I wouldn’t be able to determine it by coming through here.

      I focused on the elaron. That seemed to me the most important piece I needed. If I could use that, master it, then maybe I could figure out some way to know what I detected. As I probed with elaron, I could feel the way that it emanated from some place in the heart of that debris field.

      I shifted things, searching with the elaron, and on a whim, I added a hint of the ne’rash. Something blazed in my mind. There was elaron, but there was something more than the elaron. There was the ne’rash, as well.

      “Help me,” I said to Coldan.

      “Help you with what?”

      “Help me move here.”

      Together we began to shift through things, lifting some of the rocks, sliding them out of the way. Nevii just watched. There really wasn’t anything for her to say. Besides, I didn’t know if I wanted her to say anything. At this point, all I wanted was to get an understanding about what was here, and whether or not my suspicion was well-founded.

      As Coldan lifted a massive boulder, tossing it off to the side, he glanced over to me. “What is it that you’re not telling me?”

      “Hopefully nothing,” I said.

      “Hopefully?”

      I nodded. “Hopefully.”

      He frowned. “But it might be something.”

      Nodding slowly, I let out a long sigh. “It might be something.”

      “The Hith?”

      I shook my head. “Worse.”

      He lifted another boulder, tossing it out of the way, and then I saw it.

      At first, I wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but I could feel the energy from within it, and I knew that whatever I had been looking for was right here before me. A surge of power. There was energy that came from it, and it was that energy which called to me, demanding that I continue to dig through this debris, and telling me that my suspicions were right.

      I lifted a small circular stone sculpture up, holding it to Coldan.

      He frowned at it. “What is it?”

      “A vrendan,” I said softly. It didn’t look like any vrendan that I had seen in Delinth before. There was a time when I had felt a vrendan like this; that had been when we had been heading north, back when I had believed the ger’thin were attacking.

      This was different.

      As I held it up, Coldan leaned close, frowning at it. “I don’t feel anything.”

      I turned it, and a series of markings along the surface made it easier for me to see. “I can feel both the elaron and the ne’rash within it,” I said.

      “I…” Coldan frowned more deeply. “I’ve seen that before.”

      “What do you mean that you’ve seen it?”

      “When I was here. I’ve seen it.”

      “You remember it?”

      “I remember it because it reminded me something of Mother’s medallion, though it wasn’t quite the same.”

      “You should’ve told me,” I said.

      “I’m telling you now.”

      “This means there were Vicenz in the city,” I said.

      Coldan shook his head. “We don’t know that.”

      “We do, though. With a vrendan like this, it means that the Vicenz were here, and…” I looked all around me.

      I thought about the Jahor, the Order, and what I had known, along with what I had suspected. I had never considered the possibility that the Jahor might have been motivated by the Vicenz. I had never considered that they might’ve been twisted, forced to serve them, the same way that the Hith had.

      What point would there be in that?

      When we had been held captive in the prison, the only reason they had kept us there was so that the Vicenz could continue reaching for power. It was their way of gaining access to something they didn’t have naturally.

      Why would they want us to destroy ourselves?

      To control us.

      That was the most obvious answer, even if it was the one that didn’t make complete sense. And I had to believe that it was tied together, that it was exactly that.

      I carried the vrendan back to Nevii. Coldan watched me, and I had a sense of his concern with me offering the vrendan to her, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Have you seen anything like this before?”

      She took it, holding it in her hand. “I have seen this exact one.”

      “When?”

      “Are you going to tell me this is one of the Vicenz that you held captive here in this city?”

      I shook my head. “I think the Vicenz in the city were using my people.”

      I didn’t know. Not really. The only thing I knew with any certainty was that the answers I’d believed I had were not quite what we had been dealing with. I turned away from her, and I stared at the city. What did we know?

      The question was, what did we really know?

      We knew about the Vicenz, and we knew about the Hith, and we had recently learned about the ger’thin. The Trilan was one of them. That was what I believed.

      What if it was wrong?

      The Vicenz were different than the ger’thin.

      I believed that, if only because I had seen them die. They were men. Men like Morad. Women like Mother. There were others, quite a few others, and though they might have been powerful, especially when they had control over various magics, they were still men and women.

      The ger’thin were not.

      My experience with them had told me very clearly that they were something else. What, exactly? Creatures like the tu’alan. The is’anish. The dwul’ran. They had been one of them. Enough that we had come to believe that they were equally dangerous.

      There was something I didn’t know, though. It felt to me like there weren’t answers.

      “Hevith?” Coldan asked me.

      I turned in place, and I frowned at him. “There’s something I’m missing.”

      “That’s fine. We will get to it together.”

      “My father said something to me before he was lost,” I said. “At the time, I thought it was my way of finding my way north. He had told me to follow the star Inhilahr until it fades, and when I did that I would find something, and then he told me to speak these words: anulahr ah traml und. Old bonds must form anew. At the time, all I knew about it was that I might be able to bring our people together. That I might be able to bring us to safety. I didn’t really know what they meant.”

      “Do you know now?”

      “No. But that’s not the issue.” At least, I didn’t think that was the issue.

      Old bonds must form anew.

      Bonds.

      That meant that people, men and women, and the tu’alan, since they were in the north, had once been together. And I had seen that.

      I know I had seen it, having been within the temple. That was the secret that I needed to better understand. Powers.

      “Could it all be about the great powers?” I whispered.

      “What was that?”

      I turned, looking around. “Could it all be about the great powers.”

      “What about them?”

      “All of this. We been trying to better understand just what we might have been dealing with, but we haven’t been able to come up with the answers. Not nearly as well as what we want. What if this is somehow about the great powers?”

      “How would it be about that?” Coldan asked.

      “We have the Jahor. Bound to elaron, at least most of us are. Not all, but many. That’s not altogether that different than the tu’alan, though they can use more than just the elaron.”

      “So?” Coldan asked.

      “Then we have the Hith,” I said, trying to work through things. “They are more like the is’anish. The power that they possess, the belief that there is something greater within that.”

      “Are you going to tell me there are people that are like the dwul’ran?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Much like I don’t know if there are people like the cera’an. Or the ger’thin.”

      “The ger’thin can take on many forms,” Coldan reminded.

      “I know. But if it’s tied to that, then…”

      If it was tied together, then it would at least offer a level of explanation that we didn’t have before. I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow I was onto something.

      The Vicenz. They were tied to something.

      Power. They had known how to use power, and especially how to use power that wasn’t theirs. That had to mean something.

      I had to find the ger’thin.

      That hadn’t changed. I had felt I needed to find the ger’thin so that I could defeat the Trilan, but now I began to question if I had an even greater reason to find them. I needed to better understand whether there were any people bonded to them. What if the Vicenz had been tied to the ger’thin?

      The Vicenz served somebody higher than them.

      It would make sense they would have done so. Why create a war between the Hith and the Jahor if the Vicenz intended to use both?

      I held on to the power within me, probing out through the city, feeling the shifting energy that was here. That seemed significant to me. There was still that energy within the city. There was still something here that I could feel, which meant there was something here that I needed to take action on.

      I turned to Nevii. “Did you ever learn about the Vicenz more than what they had shown you?”

      “I have shown you the Vicenz,” she said.

      “You have shown me part of the Vicenz,” I said. “Was there anything more that you might be able to remember about them?”

      “What are you getting at, Hevith?”

      I turned to Coldan. “We have believed that the ger’thin were battling with the tu’alan and the others. What if that wasn’t right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if the ger’thin weren’t battling with all of the others of their kind?”

      “Did you learn they were the ones who wanted to start a war with mankind?”

      “They did,” I said, thinking about what the dwul’ran had said. “But did they really want to start a war with all of mankind, or was it only one particular kind of man?”

      “I don’t understand,” Nevii said.

      “When I was in the temple, I saw something. I saw the way that the people of that time had moved to this continent. I saw the way that your Hith began to build villages, then towns, then cities. I saw the temple rising up. In none of that did I see violence. In none of that did I see destruction. Not at all what I thought that I would see, especially considering what the is’anish had claimed.”

      Was it even the is’anish that had claimed it, or was it from somewhere else? “I didn’t make the connection. I’m still not even sure if I’m right. But I wonder if our people. Your people. Moved away from something different.”

      “What would they have moved away from?”

      “Violence.”

      “Violence?”

      I nodded. “It seems to me that all of the different peoples we have encountered, the tu’alan, the dwul’ran, the is’anish, have all made a point of wanting nothing to do with men. What if that wasn’t always the case?”

      From the visions that I had within the temple, I knew that hadn’t always been the case. “What if there was a time when they had been together?”

      “Why would they have separated?” Coldan asked.

      “I don’t know. They view us differently. We have such short lives compared to them, and perhaps they grew tired of us. Perhaps…”

      Perhaps we had served them. And if we had served them, but no longer did, then they wouldn’t want to have us around. Where would I find those answers?

      Perhaps nowhere.

      There was one place that we hadn’t gone. It was a place I hadn’t visited in a long time, though perhaps it was time.

      I looked over to Coldan. “It’s time for us to go back to Laranth.”
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      A slight haze hung over everything. The air was cool, crisp, and despite that, not unpleasant. There was the ongoing sense of the elaron everywhere. Something I could feel all around me. On our journey north, I had been able to feel the growing sensation of the elaron in more places around us. Every so often, I would detect another surge of power, another flicker of the elaron that probed against me. Every so often, I would be aware of how that energy flashed more brightly in my mind.

      Then it was gone. Disappeared. It left little trace behind, though I didn’t expect much more than what I had already detected.

      I found myself looking all around me, searching for answers, searching for other Jahor. Without meaning to, I sent out the call I once had, a calling I had learned from the inestar. A device that had been made for us by the tu’alan.

      What reason would the tu’alan have needed for a device like that? They had helped us, hadn’t they? Or had they?

      I no longer knew.

      All I knew was that we had been given something from the tu’alan, something that put my people in danger. We had believed it was valuable, and it had been. It had allowed me to learn how to summon the Jahor, to gather us together, to unify our people once again.

      Had we made a mistake, though?

      I didn’t want to think we had, but as I started to consider the power we had been given, the energy that had been lent to us, I couldn’t help but wonder whether or not that was the case.

      I could feel the elaron swirling out around me.

      “What are you doing?” Nevii asked.

      She had taken to riding close to me every so often, and I couldn’t tell if it was out of curiosity or fear. I wondered if she worried that I might do something, wondered whether she thought I might trigger an attack on her people. I had no interest in harming her or her people. All I wanted was answers.

      “I’m using the elaron in order to create a summons,” I said.

      “For what purpose?”

      “So I can better understand whether there are other Jahor still out here.” I looked off into the distance. It was difficult to see anything with the haze, but I could feel the energy that was here, and I was fully aware that there were others who had control over the elaron. It wasn’t only me. “After the war, the second war,” I added, “the Jahor were scattered. Most went into hiding. We feared what might happen to us.”

      “We weren’t slaughtering the Jahor,” Nevii said.

      “I’m not so certain,” I said. “It doesn’t even matter. All that matters is that my people were scattered.” She watched me, and I wondered if she recognized that I was sending out a summons using the elaron. How much of it was she able to feel?

      Given that I had felt a hint of elaron throughout her with the entirety of our journey, I suspected she would be able to feel quite a bit of it, only she made no sign of it. Perhaps that was for the best. If she did, then I would have to try to explain what she was feeling and whether there was anything to it that she could utilize. I didn’t know if Nevii had any way of controlling the elaron, though I doubted that she would be able to master it.

      Perhaps the key was that she would have some energy bound up within her, the same sort of energy that was bound up with Coldan. He was able to control his to a certain extent, though not nearly as well as Shae or Erich or me.

      “Can you feel anything?” I asked.

      “What should I feel?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t really know. I am curious as to whether or not you can detect anything at all. It isn’t necessarily a subtle summons. When we were first using it, we suspected that the Hith were able to detect it.”

      Now in hindsight, I had to believe it wasn’t the Hith that were able to detect it at all, but the Vicenz. If they were the ones that were responsible for all of this, then that was who we had to fully understand.

      “I don’t feel anything,” she said.

      As I watched her, I couldn’t tell if she was telling me the truth, but I wasn’t about to push her. There was no reason to torment her when it came to this.

      We continued forward. The haze began to thicken, growing darker. The ongoing presence of elaron intensified, as well. I could feel it up in front of us. That was where we were heading.

      “I’ve only been through here one other time,” I said.

      “This city?”

      I nodded. “The city. There was no need. When the Jahor were scattered, I brought them back together, but I visited Laranth, thinking that I might be able to learn something here. Unfortunately, what I found was that the people of Laranth didn’t want anything to do with the Jahor outside their city. They wanted to hide.”

      “And so they hid,” she said.

      I nodded. “And so they hid.”

      “I get the sense that you are disappointed by that.”

      “I’m disappointed by the fact that we would have no way for us to stay together.” I shook my head. “Even after we were scattered a second time, I never came back here.”

      “Why not? If this was some place that mattered to you, then why would you not have returned?”

      “Because this place itself wasn’t something that mattered to me. This place was the home of a people who wanted nothing to do with the Jahor that I knew.”

      She watched me, and there was a twisted frown on her face. “You are an interesting man.”

      “I wish that I weren’t,” I said.

      “What do you wish you could have done?”

      I stared into the distance. “I don’t even know. I look over to Coldan, and I see a man who wishes he had an opportunity to settle down and have a normal life, but me…” As I shook my head, I couldn’t even picture what a normal life would’ve looked like. I thought of the type of power that I had been introduced to, the energy that I knew, and the understanding that had come to me because of the elaron—and now the ne’rash. Because of all of that, I had become something more than I had ever expected. “What about you?” I asked Nevii.

      “I wanted to serve my people. That is all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “That is all?”

      “I discovered I had a connection to the ne’rash when I was very young. As you can understand, that is a proud moment for one of my kind. It allows us to serve our people, to offer ourselves willingly to a greater cause. When I was brought into the temple—at least, the remains of the temple—I knew exactly what I needed to do. I needed to work with my people. I needed to understand the Hith. And I needed to do whatever it would take for us to thrive.”

      I grunted. “I would say that you have thrived for a long time.”

      “You would be wrong. The war has taken its toll on my people, as well. I know you believe that you were the only ones to have suffered, but my people have suffered. I have suffered.”

      I breathed out, and in the cool air, my breath misted, joining the haze. “To be honest, I hadn’t considered much about what your people had suffered. I thought only about mine. It wasn’t until I went to the is’anish I began to realize how I might be perceived.”

      “Why would you care?”

      “I wanted to help my people. I’m not denying that. And I did what was necessary. At the time, I believed that. I suppose I still believe that. But what, exactly, is necessary?” I looked over to Nevii. “Could we have accomplished what we did in a different way? Were we not manipulated by the Vicenz”—I could see from the frown on her face that she still wasn’t convinced—“would we have been able to accomplish more? And now with what I’ve learned, and with what I have experienced, I begin to think that perhaps the Vicenz might even have an answer for their actions.”

      It made me wish I would’ve had opportunity to visit with Morad and Mother all those years ago. At the time, I was resentful of what they had done, the way they had used us, tapping into our power and trying to steal it.

      What if there was some other reason behind that? That was what I needed to understand.

      “Why, though?

      They wouldn’t have shared anything with us. I doubted Morad or Mother would have bothered telling us what they were doing and why they were after it, but perhaps if they would have, things might’ve been different. We might have gained a different understanding of each other, and we might have been able to work together, to find a common ground.

      Perhaps the whole war could have been avoided.

      It was easy to sit back, looking to the past, and think about what might have been. It was far harder to look at the future through this haze, and try to find a way that all people could thrive.

      It had to be all people, too. It couldn’t just be the Jahor. It couldn’t just be the Hith. It had to be everyone. Somehow, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was even a possibility for all of our people to thrive.

      Maybe we were too far gone and such a thing was no longer possible.

      As I looked over at Nevii, and I saw the curiosity on her face, I began to wonder if maybe there was still that possibility. Maybe she would be the one to help us see beyond ourselves.

      We rode onward, and the further we went, the easier it became for me to feel something more out here. It was the elaron, and it hung over everything similar to the haze.

      “When I first came to the city,” I said to Nevii without looking over to her, “there was a man who had hidden himself here. He was using the Jahor who’d gathered here. I suppose the fact that he was here, hiding, should have warned me that there might be more Vicenz within other Jahor cities, but as we had completed the war, I thought that we had eradicated all of the Vicenz.”

      As she winced at my choice of words, I realized I should be a little more careful.

      “He was a man who’d tormented me. He’d led to the death of people I care about. People who wanted nothing more than peace.”

      “Who?” Nevii asked.

      “A woman who taught me. She gave me some of my first lessons, instructing me on the elaron, though I didn’t even know it at the time.” The thought of Mel made me smile. It had been such a long time since I had given her much thought it all, though perhaps I should have remembered her long before now. “And there was another. A woman who tried to take much from me. She wanted power. She was willing to do anything, even hide in a prison in order to gain that power.”

      “What would she accomplish hiding in a prison?”

      “You have seen what the vrendans can do,” I said. “I know that you can feel it.” I pulled the vrendan out of my pocket, and held it out. I didn’t know how much of the power she could feel, or how much of it she was willing to feel. All I knew was that there had to be some aspect of it that she could detect. I probed the vrendan, pushing a little bit of power into it. It stored there, lingering for a moment. Long enough that it wouldn’t take much for me to pull that power back out. When I did, then I could use it, free it.

      I released that energy again. There was no point in continuing to hold on to it.

      There was nothing within the vrendan that I needed. Not now that I had a way of reaching for the elaron and the ne’rash. Doing so would only diminish me a little bit.

      “You speak… almost fondly of them,” she said.

      “It was a complicated relationship,” I said. “When I first met the woman hiding in the prison, I didn’t know anything about her. To be honest, I didn’t really know anything about elaron. Or even the war. Only that my family had continued moving north, trying to stay ahead of it. It wasn’t until I started to discover aspects that she had been hiding from us, aspects that left me aware she was trying to manipulate us, that I began to really understand the effect she had on the Jahor.”

      “And what effect was that?”

      “She intended to use us,” I said. “She thought she needed to, if only so she could gain the power she wanted. I don’t know if she was instructed to do so, or if it was of her own accord. Regardless, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that she stole from us. But she also taught me. Were it not for her, I don’t know that I would have learned how to control the elaron in the way I did.”

      It was strange for me to admit that Mother was responsible for so much of my education when it came to the elaron, but it was the truth.

      “And you believe this person was Vicenz?”

      “I know that this person was Vicenz,” I said. “I didn’t know at the time, but it took me a while to realize that she was using vrendan, the same way that all of the Vicenz have used vrendan.”

      She studied me for a long moment, saying nothing, and I could tell that she didn’t necessarily know what to believe, whether or not I was telling her the truth, but perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she began to question.

      The haze started to part, and in the distance, I was able to see the outline of Laranth.

      It had been a long time since I had been here, long enough that even now as I looked at the city, I could only make out the faintest part of it, just a bit of the outline of the city, enough that I was able to see what it had been.

      I could feel the elaron within the city, but not much more than that. I recognized power there, but knew there weren’t any people remaining. Not anymore. Anyone who had once been here had scattered long ago.

      “Did you expect to find it empty?”

      I glanced over to Nevii. She probed, using her connection to ne’rash in order for her to successfully slip underneath the ground, sweeping it out and away from her.

      “I didn’t know,” I said. “I suspected, though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the city has been quiet for a long time. When the Jahor scattered the second time, Laranth emptied. It was one of the first places that I had other Jahor check.”

      I swiveled in my saddle, looking over to Coldan. He had been responsible for coming here, testing whether or not there were any Jahor who remained, and he had been the one who had told me that the city had emptied.

      We had no idea where people had gone. It had been a long time since I’d had any experience with my mother, and a long time since I had an opportunity to ask her about the reasons behind her actions, but I had always thought I would have a chance. She had died long before, after I’d become something more. After the Volatar. Having the city empty like this changed things, making it so that I didn’t have the opportunity to do much of anything.

      “There has been no one here,” I said.

      We reached the wall. The gates were open, though I hadn’t expected them to be closed. With the city empty, no one would have left it shuttered. It was a far cry from what it had been like what I had first come to this place, quite different than my first experience here, and quite different than what I could detect otherwise.

      “How many people lived in the city?”

      “Thousands,” I said. “All of them Jahor, and all of them hiding here, wanting to stay safe.” I focused on the elaron. It seemed to suffuse everything, the same way as it had in Laranth. The energy was there, though it was faint enough that I was barely able to determine whether there was anything more mixed with it. Perhaps it was only the elaron here.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there might be something more, though. Maybe there would be some ne’rash.

      I pressed out with my connection to the elaron, mixing it with the ne’rash, but I couldn’t find anything more. The sense of anything else was empty, leaving a void.

      I climbed out of the saddle, making my way to the city on foot. The other Jahor with me all did the same, and I could feel Coldan, and the hesitation within him. He must be thinking back to the same time as I was, recognizing the difficulty that we’d had in the city, and what we had uncovered.

      This was where I had first begun to believe that we might be able to make something more of the Jahor.

      I turned, looking back at him. “What are you thinking?”

      “I think of what we left behind here,” he said softly.

      “We left ourselves,” I said.

      “What do you mean by that?” Nevii asked.

      “What I mean is that we left this place. When we did, we abandoned a life we’d been living, and we began to choose a different one. A harder one.”

      “This is where you started your war,” she said.

      “I don’t know if it was here, necessarily. I suspect the war had been started long before this, but this was where we made a decision—a conscious decision—to begin pushing, fighting, being ready for whatever it would take to reclaim our land.”

      As I headed to the city, I began to feel something pressing upon me. It was a pressure, an awareness of the elaron, and I started to slow. The pressure was different than what I had detected even in Delinth.

      I looked over Coldan. “Is there anybody else still here?”

      “You would be the one to know that, Volatar.”

      I handed him the reins of my horse. Nevii came after me into the city, but she was the only one. The others stayed back with Coldan.

      As I focused on the elaron, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more out here that I had yet to fully detect. I strained, trying to find the source of that energy, the key to what was calling me forward, but even as I darted forward, I still wasn’t sure.

      It could be only my imagination. I didn’t think so, though. I suspected that whatever I was detecting was real.

      When we reached it, I discovered the source of it seemed to be coming from a small home. I circled around the building, studying it.

      “What is your hesitation?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “When I was here before, I didn’t spend much time in the city itself.”

      “You were the Volatar. Where did you spend your time?”

      “Most of the time, we stayed in smaller villages,” I admitted. “I didn’t like coming to larger cities, because it ran the risk of drawing the wrong attention to those places. I wanted to protect my people, not put them in greater danger.”

      “You believe that by coming to these cities, you would be putting your people in even more danger?”

      I locked eyes with her. She had her hair down, and the haze still circled around us, though there was an energy that washed away from her, pressing down to the ground, and coming over to me. She used the ne’rash to quest toward me. I hadn’t even noticed what she was doing, but now that I was aware of it, I responded, pushing back against it. It wasn’t a way for me to try to oppose her. It was more a matter of how I could connect to her.

      “There were some places that I didn’t want to go because I didn’t want to put my people in danger of having the Volatar there. My presence drew the Hith. At least, that was what I believed at the time. Now I don’t know if it was the Hith or the Vicenz that I was attracting.”

      “We didn’t have any way of tracking you,” Nevii said.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Coldan and I had wandered, though that wasn’t entirely true. There were places we had gone, places where we had spent time, our way of looking for answers. We had nearly a dozen years where we had managed to secure a peace.

      In that time, though I had never settled in one place, the other Jahor had. They had established a home, and they had created places like Delinth, and others as well.

      That was all I wanted for our people. I wanted them to have a chance to experience what life should be like, not wandering the only way I had known, but to settle, to have a home, to know what it was like to belong.

      I stepped up to the building. It was made of stone, and moss grew along the sides of it, making it seem to have a greenish sheen. It wasn’t all that tall. Maybe a story and a half in all. A curved roof arced over us. As I reached toward the building, I began to feel the energy of it press out upon me.

      Elaron, but a different kind of elaron that I had never encountered this close before.

      This was like pure elaron.

      The building was holding on to it.

      I didn’t think it was a vrendan, though there were aspects to it that struck me as similar. I pushed the door open, and my breath caught.

      “What is it?” Nevii asked.

      She pressed up against me, and I was suddenly aware of her warmth, the softness of her skin, and the comfort that flowed between us because of the way the ne’rash connected us. That was strange and unusual, and I tried to ignore it, but could not.

      “Look,” I said, sweeping my hand in front of me.

      Inside the room was a carpet of grass, and trees that seemed to fill the entirety of the space. It was impossible, though.

      I stepped back out, looking at the building, and then went back inside. It was like a meadow, but massive trees rose in the center of it. When I stepped through the door, everything changed.

      It was as if I were inside of that forest.

      Elaron began to press up from everywhere.

      I looked over to Nevii, before turning to the door. “Close it,” I whispered.

      “Are you sure?”

      I shook my head. “No, but I think we need to.”

      She hesitated a moment, but then she swung the door closed behind us. As she did, I felt the elaron began to form a seal around us.

      I looked up to see a sunny sky, the occasional cloud drifting. A bird seem to circle, though that had to be painted, didn’t it? The trees were real, at least they seem to be. Through it all was the overwhelming presence of elaron.

      I couldn’t shake the power here.

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like this,” I said.

      “I have,” Nevii whispered.

      “Where?”

      She stepped toward one of the trees, and rested her hand upon it. When she did, I worried that she would use the ne’rash to attack the tree, and some part of me began to rebel, knowing that if she were to use the ne’rash in that way we would be in danger, that we would somehow unsettle the power of this place.

      She did not, though.

      Instead, it seemed as if her control over the elaron began to draw out of her. It went into the trees, down to the grass, and then floated along the ground itself. In a way, it reminded me of what she did what she was using the ne’rash, only rather than diving beneath the ground, it stayed along the surface. It was probably unintentional, but it was an impressive display of power.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Nevii said. She looked up at the sky, and she closed her eyes, as if asking herself in the sunlight.

      There was no warmth here, but the air did have the smell of the trees, that of the grasses, even that of flowers I couldn’t see. I wondered how massive this space actually was or whether all of it was some sort of illusion.

      Could it be painted? I doubted that. More likely this was somehow a creation of elaron. Like the temple.

      “That’s where you saw it, isn’t it?” I asked, looking over to her. “This is similar to the temple in Coynahl.”

      She turned back to me, and she nodded slowly. “Similar, though not the same. In Coynahl, the tree gives off the power of ne’rash, but in here, there is something different.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know how to describe it, only that I can feel that there is something here.”

      “This would be a temple of elaron,” I said.

      It had been here all this time?

      How could I not have known? I thought about my time in the city, about my time with the council—with my mother. None had warned me that there was anything here.

      Would I have recognized it?

      Probably not.

      At the time, I probably would have believed that they were worshiping Callah, or coming up with some other god that they needed to follow. I wouldn’t have believed this place was even worth visiting. I thought about my mother, and the warning that she had offered to me before I had left.

      Could she have known?

      She must have. She was connected to the Jahor here.

      “Why would they have left it?” I asked, looking around, feeling the power that was here, and unable to shake the feeling that there was something about this place I should be able to understand. “If they had known about it, and if they had been filled with this power, why would they have left it?”

      “Perhaps they didn’t know,” Nevii said. “Didn’t you say that the Jahor here did not embrace your power the same as you did?”

      “It was something like that,” I said. “The Jahor who remained here didn’t want to engage the Hith the way that I wanted to.”

      “The way you wanted to?”

      “I suppose I wanted war. I wanted vengeance.” It was a difficult thing to admit, but it was as true as it could be. When I had been here before, the only thing on my mind was finding other Jahor, and it hadn’t taken long for me to fall into a pattern of violence. “At the time, I believed that I wanted it for the right reasons.”

      “What do you think now?”

      “I’m with you, aren’t I?”

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      “It wasn’t until I began to try to understand my powers, to understand what was happening in the world, that I really began to realize that things work the way that I believe,” I said. “Even now, I don’t know the truth within the world.” I looked over to her. She still had one hand on the tree, and her face was tilted on the side, as if she were trying to catch the sunlight. “I think we all have been used.”

      “The temple had a way of reaching for memories,” she said. “Do you think this would have anything similar?”

      I looked at the trees, at the sky, then down to the ground. “I don’t know. If it does…”

      If it did, then we might be able to find something unexpected. Valuable.

      Answers.

      I had to focus on elaron, and only through the elaron would I be able to get the answers I wanted.

      It would involve calling upon a considerable amount of power, and though I could feel the elaron strongly here, I wondered if I would have enough power. When I had been in Coynahl, it wasn’t my power that had allowed us to create the temple. It was the power of the Hith, all of them around us, and the power of those people who were there, leaving the memory of themselves behind, that had permitted it.

      Perhaps that was what I needed to do now.

      “I will see if I can find the memories of the Jahor.”

      I turned, looking up at the sky. For some reason, that felt right.

      It was as if the sun created the bright white that I knew as the elaron.

      Not that the darkness of the ne’rash was less significant. Far from it. It was life-giving, as far as I could tell. Connected underneath the ground, linking to everything around it, it was so different than what I had believed. There was destruction in it, but death and decay were destruction. That was one aspect of that power, but there were others. There was the beauty of the tree that could spring up from the ground. The connection formed by the roots that stretched out from that tree. All of that was a different use of power than I had ever imagined the ne’rash capable of.

      I had known the elaron had similar differences.

      When I was first learning to use my power, I had understood that some were fueled by different sorts of power than others. In my case, my power was driven by a desire to connect to other Jahor, and within that came anger and rage, but also a desire to protect. Others, like Coldan, those of the Order, had grown strong because of the elaron and the connection that it offered.

      And then there were other uses of that power.

      It was different, but no less dark or light than that of the ne’rash.

      Perhaps that was the key to my understanding of that power.

      As I turned my head, looking up at the sky, I started to focus on elaron.

      There was that which was all around me, but it was beyond me, as well.

      It was within the city. It was the people within the city.

      And I reached for it.

      I had long known I could connect others with elaron. It was one aspect of my power that had gifted us the ability to stretch beyond, and to understand the way we were connected to others, but now I needed to try to find something different within it.

      As I held on to that power, letting it flow to me, I could feel the others around me, and I pulled that energy inward. I embraced it, pulled it into myself, and then erupted it upward.

      When I did, there came a blinding flash of light.

      Then there was nothing.
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      The ne’rash thundered around him, and Hevith ignored it, bracing with the elaron. He found that he was able to create something of a shield by drawing that power through him, and pushing what he could summon from the other Jahor, those they faced on the battlefield, he was able to strengthen the Jahor soldiers and use that shield on their behalf.

      Hevith had no idea how long such a shielding would last, but perhaps that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he protected them, at least for now.

      When he reached the first of the Jahor, he looked down.

      They were lying motionless, sleeping.

      He still drew upon the elaron from them, wanting to diminish them as much as he could, wanting to ensure that they didn’t pose a threat to his soldiers, and that they didn’t come back around and think to attack from behind.

      It was the only way to ensure their safety. It was the only way to ensure his people’s safety. Hevith moved past them, still summoning the elaron from them, and he reached the next line of soldiers.

      They were regular soldiers.

      Hevith started through, ignoring the shouts, and he swept his blade of elaron around, wishing there was another way, knowing that he had to do whatever was necessary to protect himself and his people.

      He fought, pushing outward, and pressing as much power as he could.

      It flowed from him.

      The soldiers fell.

      Hevith stormed forward again, and he pressed back the line of attackers.

      One after another they fell, one after another they parted around him, and one after another he found that he didn’t need to fight with much vigor.

      It wasn’t until he reached the first of the Hith that he encountered any resistance.

      When he reached that first pocket, that first cluster, Hevith unleashed the fury that was within him.

      The Hith had captured and corralled the Jahor. They had forced them to fight. They had tormented. They deserved what they got.

      He let anger guide him.

      Hevith unleashed that anger, unloading upon the Hith, and swept his glowing blade of elaron through them. He carved through one of the Hith before the other two had a chance to react.

      They swept ne’rash at him, but Hevith was ready for it. He felt as if he had always been ready for it. He carved through that ne’rash, knowing the way they would send it at him.

      As he cut through it, he turned to the first of the Hith still standing, and he brought his blade through them. The man cried out, but Hevith paid no attention to it.

      His scream rang out in the night, and he moved on.

      He would rescue the Jahor. They deserved that from him. They deserved for the Volatar to save them.

      He found the next cluster of Hith.

      He knew exactly where they were, and he knew how to find them. When he reached them, he sneered as he carved through one, then the next, and continued onward.

      Beyond that would be the pocket of darkness.

      It would be the powerful Hith.

      Hevith started to summon the elaron from all around him.

      He knew how to find more power.

      It blazed within him, flowing outward, and Hevith could feel that power surging, and so when he came upon the first pocket of darkness, he was ready.

      He knew what he needed to do.

      He slashed the elaron blade through it.

      The darkness started to crumble, before the Hith managed to reassert his control.

      Hevith attacked again, slicing as he swept his blade forward.

      Once more, the ne’rash crumbled before reasserting itself.

      No.

      The Hith wasn’t going to be successful. The Hith wasn’t going to stop him. Hevith was going to end this fight.

      He carved through it again.

      He didn’t need to lengthen the elaron blade, but he needed to increase the intensity of power within it.

      He could call from the Jahor. There were hundreds of them within the city. Hevith had to focus on them. He needed to borrow from them, and use that power, and when he did he could feel that energy flowing to him.

      That was the power that he needed.

      It filled him.

      More and more power continued to burn around him. He knew how to use that power because he had felt it when he had been in the Place of Knowing. The blade suddenly surged brighter, more powerfully, drawing all of the energy of the elaron out through him, surging from some place beyond him.

      He carved at the ne’rash.

      This time, he slammed through it, and he was able to cut through the darkness, shattering the shadows the man held.

      Then he saw the Hith.

      It was a different man than he’d seen before. He was similar. Massive. Darkness swirled around him and flowed outward. Hevith spun his elaron blade, carving through those tendrils.

      “You are done in Vor,” Hevith said.

      Anger started to build within him, and he suppressed it, changing it and taking control over it. Vard had taught him how to do that all those years ago, and it was a lesson that still stuck with Hevith, a lesson that he knew to listen to.

      “We have faced others like you before,” the Hith said.

      “You have never faced anyone like me before,” Hevith said.

      He darted forward, using the blade of elaron, and the Hith reacted. He had a massive curved sword, and he met Hevith’s blade, and when Hevith carved into it, he expected the elaron to sear through it, but it didn’t. It was as if it was met by some magical resistance.

      Which it had to be. The ne’rash fortified the blade.

      Hevith could carve through the ne’rash.

      He knew he could. Blazing with as much power as he had, he knew that he could cut through the power this Hith had.

      And if he couldn’t, he was going to cut through the Hith himself.

      He focused on the training Vard had given him.

      He was not a sword master. That had never been what he was meant to be.

      He would lead.

      Wasn’t that what Vard had taught him?

      Energy surged through him, called from the other Jahor, and he had made a point of trying to avoid summoning it from the Jahor soldiers, and he had to be careful now. He didn’t want to draw off of them as he was battling this Hith, knowing that they had to cut through thousands of regular soldiers.

      Perhaps if Hevith could bring this Hith down, the rest of the soldiers wouldn’t attack. If he was able to do that, he would stop the onslaught. That was what Hevith needed to do.

      He focused on fighting, but not so much on the Hith’s sword. He focused on the Hith.

      He shifted, changing the blade, and rather than holding it with both hands, he pushed outward with a burst of elaron.

      It struck the Hith in his chest.

      His eyes opened wide, and Hevith shifted that burst of elaron, turning it into a beam, and then into the blade which he dragged through the Hith.

      Darkness started to spread out from him, exploding.

      Could the Hith heal himself the same way that the elaron could heal others?

      He would cut him off from any bit of ne’rash. He would separate him, severing the power that he exerted, and he would ensure he would no longer be a threat to them.

      Finally the Hith collapsed.

      When he landed on his knees, Hevith strode forward to him, still holding on to the beam of elaron. “You have harmed enough of our people.”

      “I have done only what you deserve.”

      “Deserve? You have slaughtered our people.”

      “Much like you attempted to slaughter ours,” he said.

      Hevith glared at him. “I have not, but I will start. Your people will know my name. They will curse it. And they will fear it. I am going to free the Jahor.” He lifted the blade above his head as he spoke, and pushed out with a bit of power that emanated from him.

      With that, Hevith shifted the elaron blade, carving through him, and the Hith fell back, dead.

      Hevith pressed elaron outward as a summons.

      It burst out into the night, calling the Jahor.

      He knew how to stop the Hith. Even the powerful Hith would not stand a chance against him. He would unite the Jahor. He would call that power out. He would bring the Jahor together, and as he did, they would stop the war.

      Hevith waited, looking around, searching for another enemy to attack.

      Shouts rang out behind him. It took a moment to realize where it came from. The Jahor soldiers. They had finished with the regular soldiers.

      From there, he knew they would turn, face the city, and retake it.

      When they reached him, Hevith found Coldan.

      “I thought this was going to be more challenging,” Coldan said.

      “I don’t think it’s over yet,” he said. “I stopped one, but I suspect there will be others.”

      “Of course,” Coldan said. When Hevith arched a brow, Coldan just shrugged. “This is their way of trying to intimidate you.”

      “It wasn’t easy to stop him,” Hevith said.

      “The fights that matter never are,” Coldan answered.

      They gathered, and he continued to hold on to his connection to the elaron, using it to bridge himself to the others that were with them.

      Hevith looked over to Coldan. “How many did we lose?”

      “None, at least, not here.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I think that it is because of what the Volatar did.”

      Hevith frowned. “What I did?”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t have anything to do with that barrier that suddenly surrounded me. Even when a sword came close to me, it bounced off of it, as if I were invincible. There was no way that those soldiers were going to cause us any harm.”

      “You say that almost as if you are disappointed.”

      “It feels… I don’t know. Maybe a bit wrong,” Coldan said.

      “It feels wrong to win a war?”

      “It feels wrong to have such superior strength.”

      “The Hith have possessed the superior strength for a long time in this fight.”

      “They have,” Coldan said. “And I don’t disagree that it’s time that changes, only…” He glanced back, looking at the battlefield. “I suppose it’s that they didn’t stand a chance. Maybe I’m starting to come around to what you have been telling me. We have an unfair advantage.”

      “I think some would say that we have fewer numbers, so any advantage is to our benefit.”

      They started toward the city. Hevith kept waiting for the gates to come open, for another flood of soldiers to emerge, but there were none.

      He kept waiting for more Hith to appear, but as he had separated into the Place of Knowing, he knew there were no others out there. There was nothing more that he had to be concerned about.

      “How many Jahor did you say were in the city?” Coldan asked.

      “Several hundred,” Hevith said.

      “And you were able to detect all of them?”

      “Most of them.”

      “Which means you were drawing off of their power.”

      “I was,” Hevith said.

      “That might be a problem,” he said. “If they are unprotected, and if the Hith discover what you have done, and how you have done it, then—”

      “Then the Hith might use that against us,” Hevith said.

      Could Hevith push elaron back into them?

      When he drew upon his own connection to the elaron, there were limits to it, which was why he often connected to others and borrowed from them, using their connection in order to strengthen him.

      Without that, he wouldn’t have been able to have taken down that massive Hith.

      But even so, he didn’t know if the attempt to do so was right.

      “Then we have to act quickly,” Hevith said.

      They reached the gates to the city. They were enormous. Massive wooden doors, heavily stained, and pulled closed. Those who led in the city knew that an attack was imminent. Hevith pressed his hand out, pushing it against the door, and then power burst from him.

      Something in the doors shimmered, and the door began to shake. Finally, it exploded. The door swung inward.

      The streets were empty.

      The Jahor soldiers streamed into the city.

      “You could go to that place of yours to see the Hith,” Coldan said to him.

      “If I do, then—”

      The ground exploded near him. Hevith was tossed off his feet, and when he managed to get back up, he found Coldan lying motionless.

      He hurried to him, and Coldan opened his eyes, shaking his head.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “You might be uninjured, but—”

      Another explosion thundered.

      Hevith was ready, and he used a connection of the elaron to react, smoothing out the response. It protected them.

      The ne’rash attack was incredible. There was a considerably powerful Hith remaining. Perhaps Jerind. There might be others.

      “Come with me,” he said to Coldan.

      Hevith created a blade of elaron. All he had to do was follow that direction of the attack, come across the Hith, and then he could stop it.

      Shouting near him suggested there was fighting taking place.

      As Hevith turned, Coldan touched him on the arm. “No. Trust that they know what they’re doing,” Coldan said.

      “I trust they do,” he said.

      “Then let them do it.”

      They would fight.

      That was what they had to do.

      Hevith followed the direction of the Hith energy. It was near him. Yet there was no further attack, at least not directly upon them as there had been before.

      “What if they’re trying to draw us away?” he asked Coldan.

      “They probably are,” Coldan said. “The Jahor soldiers can handle the Hith.”

      “Unless it’s one of the Hith like Jerind,” Hevith said.

      “Trust them,” Coldan said.

      He had to. This was the first city that they had attempted to free. When they succeeded—not if—they would move on from here. It was the start of the war. And it was a war that Hevith was determined to end. He marched forward.

      Then he felt the drawing power of the ne’rash. It started to squeeze toward him, slithering along the ground. He slashed at it.

      Coldan watched him, and Hevith nodded. “We aren’t trying to conceal our presence.”

      “It’s quite a bit different than when we were going through Yarshin, isn’t it?”

      “In Yarshin, we didn’t want the Hith to know we were there until we had the inestar. Here we need to draw the Hith out so that we can destroy them.”

      They passed by a series of demolished buildings. They had clearly been massive, and there was nothing left but crumbling stone. Grasses grew along the surface, and the stench of decay filled the air.

      “What do you suppose this was?” Hevith whispered.

      “I don’t know. I have never been here before.”

      “I wish that Alicia would have come.”

      “She wouldn’t have done well on the march.”

      “No, but she knows the city.”

      “Then have her come when this is over.”

      “How?” Hevith asked.

      “You do have a way of reaching great distances.”

      Hevith started to smile. He hadn’t considered that, but he could use the Place of Knowing in order to reach out to others with him, and to ensure that he had a way of communicating with them.

      When he did…

      A burst of power struck near them. Hevith spun, holding on to the elaron, sending the blade blazing brightly. A dozen Hith surrounded them.

      Coldan grunted. “It begins,” he said.

      “I was under the impression it had already begun,” Hevith said.

      Coldan glanced over to him. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

      The Hith moved toward them. Ne’rash swirled out from them, flowing across the ground, circling around them. Hevith braced for it, and then began to swing his elaron blade. The power surged through it, flowing outward, and it carved through the ne’rash vines that streamed toward them.

      He nodded to Coldan. “Do what you need to do.”

      Coldan unleashed the fury of his attack.

      During the battle in, Hevith had seen him fighting, and had come to know that Coldan was skilled, gifted with the blade, gifted with his connection to elaron. It was that gift which Hevith needed to take advantage of now. Power flooded through Coldan, power he’d barely understood.

      Hevith gave him a little bit more, drawing from the Jahor around him and feeding it into Coldan. Then he turned his attack upon the rest of the Hith.

      He swept the elaron sword around. He cut through one Hith, then another.

      They fought back more than he’d expected. Something was helping them.

      Hevith spun, cutting with the elaron.

      Each time he did, he grew weakened. Either they were drawing power off of him, or they had some way of mitigating the power that he possessed. Hevith would have to try something different.

      He staggered and felt something bite into his back.

      Hevith slumped to the ground.

      He had to trust that he could heal.

      Hevith slowly got to his feet. Elaron flowed out from him more slowly.

      The strength just wasn’t within him the way it needed to be. Some aspect of him faded. He grew weaker.

      A moment of fear flickered within him.

      Only a moment.

      He knew better than to permit fear. He had to fight through this.

      Three Hith surrounded him. The ne’rash swept out from them.

      How did his strength fade so much?

      He had fought the massive Hith. He had defeated him. But at the same time, he had started depleting the energy of the Jahor.

      They had known. And they had done so intentionally.

      They had drawn him out, making him use his strength, making him reveal himself. They had known what he would do, and they had known what would happen when he did.

      Hevith cried out again, and he staggered forward, struggling to bring the elaron blade up, but he stumbled. He cried out for Coldan, but there was no answer.

      One of the Hith loomed over him.

      Hevith reached for a connection to the elaron.

      It was deep within him but wasn’t enough.

      He held his hand out, and forced a burst of elaron from it.

      It was all he had remaining.

      It struck the Hith, sending him staggering back.

      At least he had strength enough for that.

      It used the last of his power.

      He could feel the other Hith turning toward him.

      Hevith tried to reach for Coldan, but he started to fade.
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      Something happened to Hevith.

      It was strange, almost like a reverberation, an echoing of energy that seemed to fill him, as if it knew that he needed some drawing of power. Hevith tried to understand just what he detected and what had flowed into him, but all that mattered was that he had enough strength. He sat up.

      Coldan was there, leaning forward, panting, but the Hith who had attacked were all down.

      “What happened?” Hevith asked.

      Coldan glanced over. “I don’t know. That was harder than I expected it to be.”

      “They had more strength than they should have,” Hevith said.

      “Either that, or they were simply more powerful Hith then we have ever faced before.”

      “The other powerful Hith we faced wasn’t anything like that. He was big. Like you.”

      “These were different,” Coldan said. “These…” He shook his head. “I don’t really know. We got lucky. I don’t know about the others, though.”

      Hevith dragged himself to his feet. He was exhausted. He had used quite a bit of the elaron, and now didn’t know if he would have the strength needed for another attack. “They planned for this,” he said. “I think they knew that I would use power the way that I did. I think they prepared for it.”

      “Then we have to be ready for something else from them,” he said.

      They made their way along the street.

      “You don’t need to be the sword,” Coldan said as they walked.

      “Sometimes I do,” Hevith said.

      “Sometimes you think you do, but all you need to do is serve as the Volatar.” Coldan looked over to him. “The Volatar has to be something more. It has to be the one we can all look to. That has to be your role, Hevith. I know you’ve tried, but now you’re going to have to do more. You’re going to have to be more.”

      Hevith breathed out a long sigh. “I will do what I can.”

      He saw movement near them.

      Coldan identified it faster than Hevith and went racing away, leaving Hevith standing there for a moment. He tried to call upon the elaron, but couldn’t feel any shifting of power. Coldan returned a few moments later.

      “How many?” Hevith asked.

      “Only a few,” Coldan said.

      “Did they cause you any trouble?”

      “No more than I would’ve expected,” Coldan said.

      Hevith followed Coldan, and they made their way through the streets. The city was massive, and in some ways, it reminded him of Yarshin, only in Yarshin there had been a feeling of darkness that seemed to hang over everything. Within this city, there wasn’t any of that sense of dread. There was a feeling of gloominess, almost an emptiness, though.

      He focused on elaron and found a collection near him. He motioned for Coldan and the two of them hurried toward it. When they reached it, Hevith slowed.

      Jahor soldiers were down.

      A dozen. Maybe a few more. All of them motionless.

      Coldan hurried to the first of them, and he reached out, but Hevith didn’t even need for him to check them for Hevith to know that most still lived. They were connected to the elaron, and it was helping, guiding them, refreshing them.

      He had to add whatever he could for them to survive, but he didn’t know if he could give them enough strength to recover.

      “How many will live?” Coldan asked.

      “All of them,” Hevith said.

      Coldan turned, looking up at him. “All of them?”

      Hevith nodded. “Elaron is keeping them alive.”

      “How much longer will it last?”

      “I don’t know,” Hevith said. “If they don’t get help, I don’t know if they will pull through.”

      Coldan gritted his teeth. He stood, pulling out his sword, and he looked all around him. “The one who did this to them is still out there.”

      “I know,” Hevith said.

      “And you are limited,” Coldan said.

      “You can tell?”

      “I can see it in your face,” Coldan said. “I can tell you’re doing all you can to stay on your feet, but I can also feel how much work this is for you.”

      Hevith sighed. “I’ll do whatever it takes to defeat the Hith here.”

      “I know you will,” Coldan said. “But I don’t know that you have to.”

      “Who else will?”

      “We will.”

      “If they took down a dozen…”

      “They took down a dozen, but they won’t take down more.”

      “How can you guarantee that?” Hevith asked.

      Coldan just shook his head. “We will be strong enough.”

      Hevith closed his eyes, focusing on the elaron near him, and searched for the distant awareness of other parts of elaron. He needed to find more Jahor soldiers. This was the only way that he could do it.

      He felt the energy near him where the other Jahor soldiers were. Hevith motioned for Coldan to follow him, and together they headed directly toward those others along dimly lit streets.

      “This reminds me of Yarshin,” Coldan said. “Where we went through the city, trying to expunge a threat.”

      Hevith smiled to himself. “Yarshin was different. We didn’t have you in this form.”

      “And we didn’t have you with your ability as it is now.”

      Hevith wished it were enough. “We also don’t have to deal with Vicenz.”

      “Are you sure?” Coldan asked. “They’re the ones guiding the Hith?”

      Hevith hadn’t given enough thought to the possibility that the Vicenz might be there.

      His breath caught.

      The Vicenz would be able to pull power off of him.

      “That’s why we struggled so much with the last attack,” Hevith said. “I should have known.”

      They could absorb some of that power.

      If any other Vicenz were there, and they had items of power like Morad and Mother had, it would make it almost impossible to fight back.

      “I need to see if there is a different sort of elaron here,” he said.

      Hevith began to pull upon the elaron. It was more than just finding them. Not only did he need to find the Vicenz, but he would have to overpower them.

      Here he had begun to think that the massive Hith Jerind was the only one to fear.

      That was a mistake. It was more than just Jerind.

      Hevith could feel pockets of elaron near him.

      He had to be careful. If there were Vicenz, then he needed to be ready.

      “I can feel an energy in the air. It’s… unusual,” Coldan said.

      For him to feel it would be unusual.

      They moved more slowly. He tried to call upon the elaron, but there was something off about it. He was not strong enough. Not nearly as strong as what he thought he needed to be.

      There might be a way for him to do something different.

      “Watch me,” he said to Coldan.

      Hevith took a deep breath and then separated. It carried him up, away, till he was floating above the ground. He used the elaron to guide him.

      Then he saw it.

      He raced toward it, unmindful that it might be one of the Vicenz.

      Something changed.

      Pressure began to wrap around him.

      It was different than what he had experienced before. It was not the pressure and power that he had felt from the ne’rash. Was this some trick of the Vicenz?

      He needed to borrow from the Jahor but couldn’t feel any nearby.

      That wasn’t quite right. Hevith was aware of one Jahor nearby, but borrowing from Coldan would risk him.

      What choice did he have? Ending this fight meant sacrifice. That was what Coldan had helped him see. The extra elaron was enough.

      Hevith broke free of the capture, and then saw them.

      A cluster of three.

      All of them were drawing upon more than just the ne’rash. He could feel the elaron pulled away, and he resisted, drawing it back, forcing them to gift him the elaron they had stolen. The more he pulled, the easier it became.

      He had to find more within him.

      Could he influence them from this place?

      Hevith hadn’t tried before, but he wondered if such a thing were possible.

      He had seen how Valtek had overwhelmed him when he had an item, but that meant forcing more and more of the elaron into whatever they were holding.

      He started to let that elaron out and could feel where they were trying to hold it.

      Hevith pulled on more energy, drawing from the Jahor around him. He could barely feel them, but he knew they were there. Not only was there Coldan, but there were the other Jahor soldiers. There were others within the city, as well. He needed to use that power. Hopefully there was enough remaining.

      As he funneled more into them, Hevith continued to let it seep out from him, slowly, gradually, and with a building energy that he forced out. Hevith allowed that energy to flow through him, to overwhelm the way that they were holding on to power.

      He felt a stirring of power near him that that was different than any of the others. It took him a moment to realize why. This other used the elaron, but there were dark streamers of his magic around it as well. Another Vicenz.

      Now that he knew where to find them, Hevith pulled himself back to his body. When he stepped back out, he looked over to Coldan.

      “I found where we need to go,” he said.

      Coldan nodded. “Lead me.” He glowed with power.

      Hevith looked at the other fallen Jahor soldiers, wishing there was something he could do to expedite their healing, but it was enough to know they would recover.

      They marched through the streets. Everything around them was dark other than Coldan glowing softly. The energy filled the air, energy of this place, and energy of the people around him. Strangely, within the city there was the ongoing pressure of elaron. It seemed to float everywhere around him.

      He stopped.

      They had not found any others. There were no other Jahor. No Hith. No regular soldiers. As he continued through the streets, looking around him, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they had overlooked something.

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

      Hevith closed his eyes, trying to remember where he had gone.

      It was a map. He was good at maps.

      He could piece together where he had floated, and what he had seen. Hevith started forward. He reached the end of the street.

      From there, he paused, looking around him.

      Now that he was here, Hevith could feel how similar it was to what he had seen in the Place of Knowing. He recognized the energy of this place.

      There would be somebody here.

      “This was where I detected somebody before,” he said.

      “Do you think they’ve gone somewhere else?” Coldan asked.

      “They might not have been aware of me,” he said.

      Coldan glanced over. “Might not have been?”

      Hevith shrugged. “To be honest, I can’t say with any certainty. It is difficult to tell in the Place of Knowing.”

      “What can you tell me?”

      “I can tell you that whatever power I detected is still out here.”

      “I don’t see any Hith,” Coldan said. “Or Vicenz.”

      “I don’t, either.”

      Another ruined building on the other side of the street blocked their way, radiating elaron, but there was energy of the ne’rash that floated out as well. He created a blade of elaron.

      Coldan glanced over to him, frowning for a moment, before kicking in the door.

      And then power exploded.

      It tossed Coldan back where he collapsed on the street.

      Hevith braced for the same attack, and a washing of ne’rash came streaking toward him, flowing out of the ground like vines trying to choke him. He slashed at it with his elaron blade. It came in a torrent of power, far more than he had felt in a while. The last time he had encountered anything quite like this had been in Yarshin.

      Hevith hurried forward, and face-to-face with the massive Hith.

      Jerind.

      He looked at Hevith. “Interesting. I wouldn’t have expected any of your kind to have made it this far into the city.”

      “You don’t know anything about my kind,” Hevith said.

      Jerind laughed, a dark and almost bitter sound. “We have more than enough experience with your kind. You like to run and hide, going to ground like a dog. It takes very little to flush you out, and then you fall into line quite quickly.”

      Hevith squeezed the elaron blade, watching him. “You will find I don’t fall into line.”

      He darted forward, crying out, and he jammed forward with the elaron blade.

      Jerind swept both of his swords out, and he brought them around, blocking Hevith.

      It seemed as if Jerind had some way of reacting faster than what Hevith could match.

      He was bound to ne’rash, no differently than Coldan.

      Distantly, Hevith recognized there were others moving toward them.

      It was a faint sense, but it was coming closer. He couldn’t tell if it was his people, or if it was the people of the city. He could borrow power from them.

      The elaron blade blazed more brightly.

      Jerind just watched him, the smile on his face dark and dangerous. “You won’t be enough,” he said.

      Coldan appeared, recovered from his fall, and lunged forward.

      Hevith hadn’t seen him react quite like that before, but as he lunged, he brought his sword around, filled with elaron.

      Jerind spun toward him. It seemed as if a soldier recognized a soldier.

      Jerind was skilled. His two blades spun, blocking every attempt Coldan made.

      Coldan was pushed back.

      Hevith could help, though.

      He thought about using the elaron blade, but that wasn’t how he could help Coldan when it came to Jerind. He summoned power, letting it flow out of him, out through the ground, and up into Coldan.

      Something within him began to burn more brightly, and the elaron blazed.

      Coldan spun.

      Hevith backed away.

      He leaned against the wall to strengthen himself, but that wasn’t the way he needed to use that power. Not now. He needed to strengthen the others of the Order.

      He pushed power outward.

      Coldan continued to battle, but soon others of the Order joined.

      There were five. Then ten. Then fifteen.

      The others of the Order joined in the fight and pushed Jerind back.

      Jerind growled. Somehow, it seemed as if ne’rash flowed to him even more, giving him even greater power, but the Jahor were there, cutting through that power. It separated him and diminished him.

      Hevith had an idea.

      He focused on the elaron, and he searched it around Jerind, sending it sweeping through like a blade that carved through those tendrils of ne’rash.

      Jerind stumbled.

      Then Coldan was there. His blade sliced up, catching Jerind in the belly, and then he jerked it up toward his head. Jerind collapsed.

      Coldan danced back.

      Finally, Hevith approached. “You did well,” he said.

      The others of the Order looked at him.

      Hevith staggered, having used quite a bit of energy through all of that.

      “What did you do at the end?” Coldan asked.

      “He was drawing on ne’rash. I don’t know where it was coming from, only that it was spreading from elsewhere in the city, feeding him.”

      “Then we need to find those others,” Coldan said.

      He looked at the others of the Order and nodded.

      They spun, spreading out and fanning throughout the city.

      “Are you going with them?” Hevith asked.

      “I’m your sword,” Coldan said.

      “Then it’s time for us to find the Movras.”
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      I lingered in that place for a long time, feeling that emptiness around me, the energy I had called from all of the Jahor around me. There was more than just energy from the Jahor; there was energy from the city and I had borrowed from that, adding to it, and feeding it upward.

      The light was blinding, a warmth that created a whiteness around everything.

      When I had plunged into the memories of the Hith, I had found aspects of who they had been, the kind of connection they had shared with each other along with to the land, and where they had come from.

      What I needed now were a different set of answers.

      Would the elaron be able to offer that?

      If this was a temple similar to what they had in Coynahl, then maybe it would.

      Something began to tremble. The blinding light started to shift. Suddenly, the light parted. The forest exploded outward.

      The building that had held the forest collapsed. Nevii was there, and she backed toward me, taking my hand, and looked up at the sky. The haze that had surrounded everything began to dissipate, like clouds parting.

      Within that, I began to feel energy trickle through, as if some floodgate had been opened, and now the elaron was unleashed, and power that had been restricted from us filled us once again, power that should always have been there but had somehow been removed.

      “What did you do?” she whispered.

      “I added elaron to it.”

      “It is similar to the temple, but it’s different,” she said. “Within the temple, we had the tree, this is…”

      “This is different, much like the elaron is different,” I said.

      I could feel that power beaming down on me, the energy that started to circle around, and I could feel it flooding into the city. The haze that had been here since I had first come to Laranth finally burned off.

      I didn’t know what that haze represented, only that it was an incredible source of power. The haze had prevented us from accessing the elaron here.

      Somehow, it was restricting us, constricting us, and it had changed the Jahor.

      My breath caught.

      Morad wouldn’t have been the only Vicenz here.

      With everything we had gone through, after having left the city, we had never come back, but perhaps it was a mistake. We had abandoned Laranth, leaving it to the Jahor, thinking we were entrusting it to good hands, but now I couldn’t help but wonder if that had been a mistake. Maybe we had been wrong to leave this place. By departing here, and not bringing more of the Jahor back, we could have left this to the Vicenz.

      And if we had, and if I was right from what I detected, then the Vicenz had started to twist the elaron, at least for those here.

      “I can feel it,” Nevii said. “I can feel the energy in the air. It is different than the sunlight coming down from above. It’s something that seems to crackle against me. Through me.” She looked over to me, and still hadn’t let go of my hand. “Did you do this?”

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “When we were in the forest, and I began to fear the ger’thin and their ability to influence us, I had added a hint of elaron to you and the other Hith.”

      She stiffened.

      “It didn’t change anything about you,” I said quickly. “All I needed was a way to stabilize your connection to the ne’rash so that you maintain control over it. I didn’t want the ger’thin or anybody else able to influence you the way it seemed they could.”

      “How do know you weren’t influencing me?”

      “Does it feel like I have been?”

      “I wouldn’t know, would I?”

      “You can connect through the ne’rash, and you can see what I have done.” I held her gaze. “You would know.”

      Of course, it was possible that she wouldn’t know. I didn’t want to let her know that, though. I didn’t want to alarm her with the possibility the ger’thin might have twisted things in a way that she would still not be aware of them. It was better for her to believe that I offered more answers in a way that would allow her to control the ne’rash how she needed.

      “Can I use this power?”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t stop me?”

      “It isn’t up to me to decide who uses the great powers,” I said.

      “Unless I was Vicenz.”

      “I don’t even know if it’s up to me to decide whether or not the Vicenz use them. The great powers are for the world. It’s not my right to control them, but I think it’s up to us to ensure those who have access to them aren’t hurting anyone else.”

      She watched me. As she did, she kept her head tipped up, staring at the sky.

      I continue to call upon elaron, letting that power flow to me, and as I did, slowly the haze continued apart, sweeping away from us. I could feel the energy that was out there, and I could feel how it was affecting things, but as I looked out, I searched for the other Jahor.

      Rather than calling upon that power, I began to call to them.

      That was the key.

      I still didn’t know why the tu’alan would have needed to create an inestar that allowed them to summon our people, but perhaps knowing that wasn’t necessary. All I needed to know was how to find our people. All I needed was a way to get to them.

      And all I needed was a way to reach for Coldan, along with the others.

      They approached slowly.

      It happened gradually, and as I looked into the distance, I noticed Coldan coming toward me first. There was no mistaking his massive size, but it wasn’t just that that revealed him to me. It was also the power that radiated from him. He blazed like the sun, as if he were commanding vast stores of elaron. I flicked my gaze up to the sky, and I wondered. Was it tied to the surging power here?

      As I looked around us, I didn’t see anything more.

      Others came. More of the Order. Shae. Erich. Jahor who had begun to use their power. All of them continued to approach, and all of them seemed to hold on to that faint glowing energy, though not as brightly as Coldan.

      Then there were the Hith.

      They followed behind my Jahor, and each of them had a trace of a glow through them. It was almost enough to make me smile, but I didn’t know what it meant or whether there was anything within that glowing energy I needed to be alarmed by.

      “I can feel them coming,” Nevii said.

      “Through the ne’rash?”

      “I haven’t dared use the ne’rash since we came here,” she said.

      “You used it on me.”

      “I haven’t used it the way that I typically do,” she said. “I have used it in a way to connect to you, mostly to help determine whether you were trying to tell me the truth.”

      Coldan approached.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I think this wasn’t here when we were here before,” he said. “Whatever you have done has pushed away some of the fog, and cleared it away so we can now see more of the city. You should see this, Hevith.”

      “What should I see?”

      Coldan motioned for me to follow. I went after him, trailing behind Coldan. The farther they went, the more certain I was that everything that had been done here had changed things. I could feel the energy, and it seemed almost freeing.

      “I think the Vicenz had created the fog around the city.”

      “You mean the fog when we were here before,” Coldan said.

      I nodded. “I thought it was just this place, but I think it was more. I think they were actively doing something to prevent us from being able to access the elaron we should.”

      “So they could harness it.” He glanced over to Nevii. “The same way they shifted things in the temple. They wanted to harness it.”

      “I think so.”

      “Why would they have had us in prison in the north, though?”

      “I don’t know.”

      We reached a courtyard. It was familiar to me, and I looked around, trying to gauge why it would be so. Then it dawned on me: this courtyard was the place where had been captured, held captive, and inside the tower that should be here but was no longer, had been where I had destroyed Morad.

      “What happened to it?” I asked.

      “It’s missing,” he said.

      I looked over, arching a brow. “I can tell that’s missing, but where did it go?”

      “I was hoping you could use some of your particular magic to figure that out,” Coldan said, waving his hand. “Can’t your connection to elaron tell you these things?”

      Unlike in Delinth, there was no debris here. Nothing remained that would provide us any answers. I stared, trying to gauge just what was here, and whether there was anything we might be able to determine from it, but I couldn’t tell. I focused on the elaron, probing with it, using everything in my power to delve across the ground, but even as I did, I couldn’t feel anything.

      It was a strange emptiness. As far as I could tell, there should be something here. Unfortunately, there was nothing. No answers. An emptiness. I switched, adding my elaron to the ne’rash, using that combination to see if I could uncover something more, but there was still that emptiness.

      I tried something different. Mingling the two powers together, I sent the ne’rash onto the ground, and swept the elaron outward. The two crackled in the air.

      As they did, something shifted. It was almost as if the air itself shimmered, taking on a bit of a shape. Within that was a kind of form, a figure of what had been here before. I looked, staring, trying to understand whether I was seeing exactly what I thought I was.

      “Look.” Coldan pointed, and as he did, I could see what he was directing my attention to. There was a fight. People dying. Then a ring of people surrounding the tower. With a flash, it disappeared. “Why would they have destroyed this tower?” he asked.

      I turned, and I held on to the ne’rash in the elaron in the way that I was, and power continued to sweep across the ground, focusing where I went, twisting and turning, and came across several other buildings that had once been there, but were not.

      All of this was imagery that shifted with the power I held.

      By the time I reached what was now a massive forest springing up out of the middle of the city, I swept elaron and ne’rash across it, and half expected there to have been an attack here, but there was none.

      I frowned.

      “I think they were looking for it,” I said to Coldan.

      “Looking, but they didn’t find it,” he said.

      “Which means they didn’t know that the temple was here.” I frowned. “Was that why they attacked in other places?”

      “Perhaps,” Coldan said. “But you’re giving them a lot of credit.”

      “I will try to give them the credit that they deserve, the credit that tells me they knew what they were doing, and they knew how they were trying to harm us.”

      It meant there would’ve been Vicenz here before I was present. It meant that they had refrained from attacking until after I had arrived.

      We still didn’t know what they were after, but I could feel that there was some answer near at hand.

      “I feel as if the answers are right there, but we just haven’t seen them,” I said. “It has to do with the Vicenz.”

      “Then why don’t we go back to where we first found the Vicenz? It’s not that I want to go back to the prison, but if we are looking for answers, then it seems to me that’s where we need to go.”

      “That’s also where we first came into contact with the ger’thin,” I said.

      “And they made it seem as if they were targeting you.”

      “The Trilan has always been after me.”

      “Why, though?”

      I didn’t know. I shook my head, wishing those answers were there.

      I turned, heading through the city, continuing to sweep the ne’rash in the elaron through, but still found nothing.

      We camped for the night. There was a somber air to everything. Most people ate and drank and talked softly, the Hith staying in their camp and the Jahor staying in theirs, and by morning, I was ready to get moving again. I hadn’t slept all that long, finding myself staring at the forest that had grown in the middle of the city, straining for something I could see and understand.

      Answers didn’t come to me.

      As we started north, I held on to the ne’rash within the elaron, searching for answers that were not there. Every so often, Nevii looked over in my direction, and I could swear she pushed out with power in order to try to detect what I was doing, but there was nothing.

      We rode for several days straight, pausing at night, camping and staying quiet. We didn’t encounter anybody else along the journey. By the time we entered the hilly countryside that suggested we were nearing the fortress, I started to slow, and I couldn’t shake the feeling we were close to answers, only that those answers were not at all what I expected them to be. I continued to stare into the distance, struggling with what we had been doing.

      By the time we reached the fortress, it was nighttime.

      Darkness covered everything, leaving it in a blanket of shadows. I looked along a road that I had traveled several times in my life, but each time that I had, there had been something troubling to me. This time it was a need for answers that I didn’t know if I possessed. This time I came with a different urgency.

      Last time, I had been looking for understanding about how I could reunite the Jahor, trying to find a way to protect my people against the Hith threat, but now that I was here with the Hith, it seemed as if I had done something different.

      It was not at all what I had expected.

      This journey was not at all what I had expected.

      I looked over to Coldan.

      “So much of our life has been around this place,” I said.

      “Do you feel it started here, or that it will end here?”

      I smiled sadly. “I wish that I could say that with any certainty,” I said. “Unfortunately, I don’t really know. All I know is that we have spent too much time here.”

      “There may not be anything here.”

      When I’d been here each time, I didn’t have control over the elaron the way I needed, and I certainly didn’t have control over the ne’rash. It seemed to me that the combination of the two was what we really needed in order for me to better understand things.

      We camped for the night.

      A small campfire glowed, and it surprised me that many of the Hith were sitting near many of the Jahor. I stood off to the side, leaning against one tree. I could feel the energy and recognized the way elaron flowed in front of me, though I couldn’t feel anything more from it. Only an ongoing sense of power. It was something that called to me, trying to draw toward me.

      Every so often, I noticed Coldan glancing toward it. He had a look of concern on his face, the same look that I had known from him in our journey to the fortress the last time. I turned away from him, and Nevii joined me as I wandered out into the forest.

      “You seem troubled by this place,” she said.

      “I’m troubled by the idea that there would be something here that might harm us,” I said. “I don’t know if it will or not, but what I do know is there is something here that is a problem for us.”

      “You have been here before,” she said.

      “I have,” I said.

      “When you were here, did you find anything that harmed you?”

      I smiled slightly. “Not at that time, but that doesn’t mean there wouldn’t be something that could,” I said.

      She ran her hands along the trunk one of the trees near us, a movement that reminded me of what she had done when we had been in Laranth, and when the forest had appeared. Ne’rash flowed from her, stretching out and down before looping into the tree. From there, I noticed how she sent that power away from her, mingling with the other trees, mixing in a way that would create a surge of energy.

      “The forest here is different,” she said. “There’s an energy here I detect.”

      “When I was here, there was an attack.” I wasn’t entirely sure how to phrase it, not in a way that would make much sense to her, but it had been an attack. Even though I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t know what it meant; I didn’t know that the attack that had been here had been meant for me.

      “You aren’t telling me something.”

      “Because I don’t know what to make of it,” I said. “The strangeness of this attack was such that a magic seemed to bind the people that were used together, trapping them in a place between living and dying, but doing neither. It wasn’t until I freed them that I started to realize there was something holding them in that place.”

      I could close my eyes and I could practically see that, though even now, I had no idea what it had been, nor why they would have targeted us in the way that they had.

      The only thing I knew was that we had been attacked. They had used our willingness to help others in a way that had been designed to try to get to us.

      “It would be helpful if I could see one of these things.”

      “We destroyed all of them,” I said.

      “Did you destroy them with the elaron?”

      I nodded.

      “Did you destroy them with the ne’rash?”

      I shook my head. “At the time, I wasn’t connecting to the ne’rash. I wouldn’t have used it in a way to destroy anything, mostly because I didn’t know how to do so and not lose control.”

      “There might be a memory that remains.” She stared at me for a moment. “It would be helpful if we had an opportunity to look into this. Isn’t that what you came here for?”

      “I came here for answers because this place seems to be tied to so many parts of my past,” I said.

      “Show me.”

      I glanced back to the trees, looking toward Coldan. It was late enough that he would stay by the fire with the other Jahor—and the Hith.

      Finding one of these places wouldn’t be all that difficult. We were near enough to the fortress that I suspected I could remember where to find another, but it would involve me taking a walk through the dark forest, risking whatever else might be out there.

      And perhaps that was what we needed to do.

      I did come for answers, and Nevii seemed interested in helping me find those answers. We set off, moving through the forest.

      “I never spent much time outside of Coynahl,” Nevii said. Her voice was soft, and didn’t carry very far in the forest. “There were others who wanted to leave, but I was determined to serve the ne’rash, which meant that I was determined to gain a better understanding of the power that might exist within the temple.”

      I looked over to her. “You wanted to serve your people. That is what you said.”

      “Serve my people. Serve something more. Sometimes, I think that I missed an opportunity.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Those who departed the city were often the ones who were favored by the highest.”

      I glanced over to her. “The Vicenz chose who went with them.” It made sense. Of course the Vicenz would want those who were willing to fight and die and destroy.

      “I was never one of the highest favored. Not because of lack of talent, but more because of lack of focus, according to what they told me.” She shook her head, and it was almost sadness that filled her. “I always served in the way I wanted, always served the ne’rash in a way that would bring us honor, but I did not serve in the way they wanted of me.”

      “I think that you served honorably,” I said.

      “You are the Volatar.”

      “And?”

      “And your opinion, unfortunately, cannot mean anything when it comes to how I served.”

      “My opinion is what it is,” I said. “I wasn’t trying to anger you.”

      “You have not.”

      “What else can you tell me about those who are selected by the Vicenz to leave?”

      “They found power,” she said, shrugging. “They were favored, so they were trained. They were given gifts the rest of us were not. We understood. We were connected to the ne’rash, but many of us sought to simply understand that power, not to use it in violence. We wanted to grow it, the way the temple had once grown, and the way that we could tell from the memories that we should still grow that power.”

      I smiled at her. We headed down a small embankment, and through a ravine. “It would’ve been helpful had the two of us met long before.”

      “Would it have changed anything?”

      I hesitated before answering. “Perhaps not. I don’t know if I would’ve been ready to have met you back then.”

      “I don’t know if I would’ve been ready to have met you, either.”

      We made our way through trees, and weaved ever closer toward the fortress. As we went, I could feel some of that energy within the fortress, something that almost pushed me back.

      That was new.

      Gradually, we came closer and closer to one of the locations of the bodies.

      It was a small clearing. I remembered how the bodies had been situated, the way they had been placed in a pattern, almost as if they were designed to hold something. I had worried that they were designed to hold me, and for a moment, they had, but I think that the presence of those bodies had a different purpose, as well. They were not only to hold me. They were to hold something. Power, possibly, though it might have been something else.

      “This was one of them,” I said.

      She closed her eyes, and she turned in place, power radiating out from her almost immediately. The ne’rash washed over, spreading down and through the ground before rolling back up.

      “I can feel something here,” she murmured.

      “Perhaps I can help,” I said.

      She had exquisite control over the ne’rash, more than what I did, along with the experience to go with it. I had experience and knowledge of the elaron. By combining the two, I wondered if we might be able to use that so we could understand what more might be here.

      I swept the elaron out, letting it flow through the ground, and then…

      I felt nothing.

      I recognized the ne’rash there, the way Nevii pressed her ne’rash out from her, but there was nothing else within the ground that seemed to call out to me. No answers were there. Nothing other than the flow of the ne’rash.

      I continued to press, pushing out power, forcing it into the ground, but that wasn’t how the elaron would work. What I needed was to mix it.

      It flowed across the ground.

      I withdrew the elaron and shifted it, moving it across the surface, using elaron in the same way that I had seen when I had been in what I now believed to be the elaron temple. As I did, I could feel something. Resistance, though I couldn’t tell if it was from the ne’rash or if it was from something more.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing,” I said.

      She pressed on the ne’rash, and it continued to flow up from her, sweeping out at the ground, where it met with the connection that I had to the elaron.

      An image began to form. It took me a moment to realize what that image was, but I could see the structure to it. It took on the shape of the scene we had found here.

      Nevii’s breath caught as she continued to push power out from her, and she gaped at it. “Is that it?”

      “This was part of it,” I said.

      I made my way around the clearing, focusing on everything here, the strangeness I could make out, and tried to come up with an answer.

      “Did you know this would work like that?”

      “There are memories and power,” Nevii said, talking carefully. “We have long learned that the ne’rash can carry the memories of our people. It is how the temple has served us as long as it has,” she said. She continued to pull on the ne’rash, and it flowed up from the ground, sweeping outward, toward my control over the elaron, which draped across it, giving features to those people.

      The features became clearer, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

      “What is it?”

      I started to reach for the ne’rash, worried that something it happened to her, but there was no need.

      “I know this one,” she said, standing in front of one of the men.

      “How is it that you know him?”

      “He was Vicenz.”

      I blinked, staring. “Vicenz? Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “He was in Coynahl for a time when I was younger. He wasn’t there for very long. When it came to the Vicenz and the time they spent in Coynahl, they would often move through before disappearing.”

      “How long was he there?”

      “Not long,” she said. “Long enough I recognized him.” Her eyes widened as she looked around. “I suspect they are Vicenz, too.”

      There wasn’t enough detail in the other two for me to be able to determine it.

      Strange that the Vicenz would have been used.

      I started to ease back on my hold over the elaron, and I couldn’t help but feel as if I was close to an answer, but it was one that was just at the edge of my understanding.

      Why should that be?

      All I needed was to try to find something more.

      I didn’t know if I could, though.

      It was going to be a matter of finding these other places. Searching for those answers. It was going to be a matter of wandering through the forest, looking for the other places that had been impacted, and seeing if there was anything that we might be able to uncover.

      I turned to Nevii. “Are you up for a walk?”
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      We had been moving for much of the night. We circled around the fortress, and in every place we stopped, we came across something similar. There were enough scenes like that, not places that had been devastated, the bodies arranged in such a way that I had believed they were meant to signify Coldan or me or Shae or any number of the Jahor, but as I made my way through here, I was no longer sure that was the case.

      There were three other Vicenz Nevii had recognized. There were quite a few others that she hadn’t recognized, but with three other Vicenz, I had to believe more were tied to it.

      We neared the campsite with the others, and Coldan found me.

      Anger worked across his face, and it seemed as if he reached for his sword, before catching himself. “Where have you been?”

      “We were looking at the places we had encountered in the forest before,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because she wanted to see them. And because we learned something,” I said.

      Coldan’s anger started to ease. “What did you learn?”

      “It seems as if they were Vicenz.” I glanced over to Nevii, shaking my head. “Maybe not all of them, but enough were Vicenz. They were used for a reason.”

      Coldan took a deep breath, let it out slowly, turning and looking in the direction of the fortress. “We thought the Vicenz were working with the Trilan.”

      “We did,” I said.

      “Are you saying they were not?”

      “I don’t even know what I’m saying. Not anymore,” I said. “When it comes to what we’ve been dealing with, I’d believed we were working with a singular enemy, but now…”

      I didn’t know if what we were dealing with was the same as what I had believed. It was possible that I had been wrong about it.

      When it came to the Trilan, I tried to think about what I knew, and what I believed. He was powerful. He had been a part of all of this. He had caused great difficulty for us.

      So had the Vicenz.

      “I wasn’t sure what happened when you disappeared,” Coldan said, leaning toward me. “I didn’t know if she was trying to use you.”

      I smiled sadly, shaking my head. “We’re going to have to get past the distrust we have for each other,” I said.

      “It is difficult,” he said. “You’re talking about overlooking years of experience.”

      I nodded. “I know, which is why we are going to have to find a way to get past it.”

      Given what we’d gone through, and what we had experienced, we were going to have to find a way to overlook our history with the Hith. We would have to find some way to move past what we had dealt with, and we would have to find a way to work together, if only so we could ensure that both our people survived.

      As I looked over to the Hith gathered around the fire, many of them holding on to their connection to the ne’rash, I realized they were my people, too.

      It was a strange thing for me to be aware of, but ever since having gone to Nearrahn, working with the is’anish, and feeling the connection to the ne’rash as they held it, I had come to better understand the truth of that power. It allowed me to better understand the truth of the Hith, as well.

      “We should rest,” I said. “I don’t know what we’re going to experience tomorrow, but if it has anything to do with what has happened here, then we’re going to have to be ready for it.”

      “I don’t want you to do this,” Coldan said.

      “You don’t want me to go into the fortress?”

      “I think it’s dangerous,” he said.

      “Maybe it is,” I said. “Only, I think we need to do it. When we were here before, we didn’t have an opportunity to truly understand what was here.”

      “And you think you can this time?”

      “my connection to the ne’rash is different now. I think that connection is going to allow me to better understand just what it is we will need to do.”

      “You rest. I will watch.”

      I looked over to Nevii who had remained silent, and she nodded before turning and joining the other Hith. I half expected Coldan to say something to me, to chastise me for my time spent with Nevii, but he didn’t.

      Moving over to where Shae and Erich sat, I settled to the ground. Shae looked over to me. “You were gone for a while.”

      “I was taking a look at the places we’d dealt with before.”

      “Where those bodies were found?”

      I nodded. We had attempted to keep knowledge of that as hidden as we could, but there was only so much that we were able to conceal. “I wanted to try to understand something about it.”

      “Did you?”

      I shared with her what we’d found, and Shae frowned.

      “Why would the ger’thin send their Vicenz to die?”

      “I’m not so sure that they were their Vicenz.”

      She settled down to the ground, and rested her head. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? Somebody who has the elaron and the ne’rash? The only other people who can use that are Vicenz.” She looked at me. “I know you aren’t Vicenz, but that’s because I’ve spent time with you. The Trilan might believe that you are, though. With the fact that you’re able to draw upon both of the powers, the same as the Vicenz, maybe he’s concerned about it.”

      She drifted off, and as her breathing became steadier, slower, I was left with troubled thoughts. Could that be it?

      It was a strange thing to think about, but she might be onto something. If that were the case and the Trilan was convinced that I was one of the Vicenz, why attack me? If the Vicenz served the Trilan and the ger’thin, it wouldn’t make any sense.

      Unless the Vicenz did not serve the ger’thin.

      That would explain why the Trilan had become active, but it would also explain why the Trilan had started to target me, in particular.

      Did he think I led the Vicenz?

      I had made no attempt to conceal my priorities. There had been no attempt on my part to hide the fact that I was working on behalf of the Jahor, at least up until now. There would’ve been no reason for the Trilan to think I was working with the Vicenz, other than the nature of the power that I had. Without that, it was possible that they thought that there was something more to it that I could do.

      I sat up, suddenly unable to sleep.

      What else would the ger’thin be concerned about?

      What else would the Trilan be concerned about?

      Maybe it was tied to the great powers.

      I had already learned that the other tribes had access to some of the other great powers, and through that, they could do things that the rest of us could not. I suspected the Vicenz would be able to access the other powers, and with the right connection, they might be able to control them.

      I hadn’t seen it firsthand, though.

      We needed to get into the fortress.

      As I sat there, my mind working through things, no answers coming to me, dawn finally started to break. The camp stirred, and as I got up, I found Coldan watching me.

      “You didn’t sleep.”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t. I was trying to think through too much.”

      “What did you come up with?”

      “Nothing, really, but Shae said something to me.”

      “About your connection to your powers?”

      I frowned at him. “That’s right. How did you know?”

      “Because she mentioned it to me one other time.”

      “I don’t really know what to make of it, only that she might be onto something.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” Coldan said, chuckling softly. “You know she is concerned about returning here. She has memories of this place. Not all of them are good.”

      “We all have memories of this place,” I said.

      The camp started moving, and then we were heading toward the fortress.

      We guided our horses, rather than riding, and there was something strange about coming along the road leading up to the fortress leading a caravan of horses rather than a caravan of wagons. There was something strange about coming here in this way, with so many people, with Jahor and the Hith.

      In my mind, it felt almost as if this was where I had needed to be.

      All these years, all these times that I could have come here, and yet it wasn’t until now I felt as if I were actually prepared for this place.

      Though I didn’t know if there was any preparing for this place. This was a place of power, a place where the Jahor had been held, the Hith had been our captors, and as far as I knew, the Vicenz had been the overseers.

      We had experience with this place, and we had struggled to try to find answers here, but even as we had looked for them, we had not come up with anything.

      We reached the outer wall.

      I stood for a long moment, looking up at it.

      When we had been here before, I had taken the time to stand, to focus, to think about what was here, but I had not taken the time to truly grasp the magnitude of what we had encountered here before.

      “What are you waiting for?” Nevii asked, joining me.

      “When I was first here, I looked at these walls from the other side for days and days and days,” I said softly. “I tried to figure out how I was going to escape it, and it wasn’t until I had helped that I managed to do so.”

      “That was when you started the war,” she told me.

      “Perhaps not then, or perhaps it was. It’s difficult for me to know the timing. Everything seems to overlap.”

      “Are you sure there were Vicenz here?”

      I nodded. “Most certain.”

      We reached the gate, and Coldan headed into the gatehouse, opening it.

      It came with the same jerking and grinding sounds that it had all those years ago.

      As the gates came open, the massive garden that our people had fortified was there. I could feel the elaron coming from the garden, and I could feel the energy sweeping off of it, that same energy that I had known when we had been here before. I thought of all the gardeners who had been working, adding their elaron to it, trying to build something more.

      In doing so, they had changed the garden. They had built it up, turning it into something that it had not been before, granting the garden and this place the power of the elaron willingly. It was different than how it had been given the power of the Hith, that of the ne’rash, equally willingly.

      “You thought of something,” Coldan said.

      “We wondered why they were here all those years ago,” I said. “We blamed the Hith, and perhaps it was the Hith, but they were after something different.”

      “They were after our power,” he said.

      “They were. But they were after something more, as well.”

      I headed into the garden, and after we were all inside, I released my horse, and one of the Jahor took him, leading him away.

      We headed toward the fortress. We had made a home of it, turning it into something we could be proud of, something that would matter to us.

      The gardeners had started it, creating a massive and beautiful garden that had been filled with the elaron, but others of us had also added our own connection to the elaron. There had been that which I had used, that which others had used, and then there had been that which had simply existed here.

      As I looked around, feeling the elaron, I started drawing upon the ne’rash.

      I looked over to Nevii as I did. She focused on the garden, her gaze lingering on it, and yet, she was not probing with ne’rash. Not the way that I was.

      As soon as I started to probe, I realized there was energy here.

      A considerable amount of energy.

      It was that of the ne’rash, filling the ground, but it was contained.

      Somehow, I was able to feel that containment.

      I glanced over to Coldan.

      We had found the other Hith underground, trapped and captured.

      At the time, I didn’t know what that meant, and perhaps I still didn’t, but now that I could feel the ne’rash that was down there, I wondered about it. I pulled on the ne’rash.

      As I did, I tried something different, something that I had only tried when I had been in the is’anish forest. I began to mix the ne’rash and the elaron together.

      The two powers mingled.

      There was some part of me that questioned whether they were always meant to mingle, and as I continue to call on that power, I could feel it surging up from deep beneath us, the energy that was stored and trapped here finally finding a way to freedom.

      I looked over to Coldan.

      “Are you sure you should do that?”

      “I think I have to.” I called on the ne’rash, freeing it from where it was stored deep beneath the ground. It was there, but it didn’t feel as if it should be there. There was some aspect of it that seemed almost trapped. I continued to call upon power, knowing I needed to do so. It was something that needed for me to free it. “I think that I am meant to do this.”

      I pulled on more power. When I did, I felt a stirring.

      It happened slowly, gradually, and as it continued to build, that stirring suggested to me an understanding. It came from within, and it came from the power that was here, and it came from something that told me this place and this power were needed.

      I shifted the energy. I brought it up, commingling it with the elaron.

      The ne’rash flowed, but there was some part of it that wasn’t quite right.

      It needed to be connected to the Hith.

      As I stood there, focusing on the combination of those powers, I realized something about the elaron.

      It needed to be combined with our power, as well.

      I started to draw upon the ne’rash, combining it with the Hith, drawing from them, anchoring them, but I also added to it the combination that I felt of the elaron, joining it with that of the Jahor. The combined powers were there, rolling through me as they stretched up and out of the ground. They mingled, and where they joined, there was pressure and a sort of crackling of energy.

      I had to bind the two powers together.

      Gradually, I continued to constrict them, feeling the pressure, and feeling something more. The energy in the air started to change.

      The ne’rash began to grow up from the ground, though not as a tree like it did in Vor. This was something more like vines, the same lines of power that I had feared all those years ago when it had stretched through Yarshin.

      For a moment, I hesitated.

      Some of the Jahor shouted, and they turned to the Hith, as if they were under attack.

      I reacted, forcing out a connection to them, using the elaron. They needed to know this was me, and that this wasn’t anything the Hith were doing. They were not under attack.

      As I continued to hold power, I tried to add more, and tried to reassure them as much as possible. I wasn’t sure if it was even effective, but the longer that I pushed, the more power that I felt coming through me, the easier it became.

      Then the vines began to take on a different feature.

      They mingled with the elaron, and when they did, that mingling caused the energy to explode. Life began to burst along the surface of the vines. Flowers, leaves, and other sprouts that had formed. All of that was mixed with the power of the elaron. The vines crawled along the inside of the fortress yard, covering the ground that had already been coated by life placed here by the Jahor.

      “What are you doing?” Coldan asked, getting close to me.

      “I am unleashing the ne’rash from stores beneath us,” I said.

      “Are you sure you should?”

      I glanced over to him, and then I shook my head. “I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

      “At least you’re honest,” he said, grunting.

      I chuckled. “If I were completely honest, I would tell you that I am a bit concerned about what reason all this power was stored here.”

      “Because the Vicenz were here?”

      “The Vicenz were here, but they were here and using the Hith and the Jahor.”

      “Trying to store the power.”

      I frowned. “I’m not so sure they were trying to store it.” I thought about the bowl we had found here, the magical items that had allowed power to flow from within them. Maybe it was only about that. But maybe there was more to it.

      “I need to go into the fortress,” I said.

      “What happens if you end up trapped there?”

      I looked over to Coldan. “That is why you will be there.”

      “Are you sure that you want me and not her?”

      “Coldan—”

      Coldan shook his head. “I will go with you. You know I will.”

      “I will come,” Nevii said.

      I expected the irritation that flashed across Coldan’s face, and wasn’t disappointed.

      We made our way into the fortress, and once there, I could feel the changing power. The ne’rash in the elaron continued to grow and evolve, stretching along the ground, changing as they mingled. I didn’t know what was happening within those powers, only that there seemed to be some effects of what was taking place. I searched for that understanding, probing to see if I could come up with an answer, but the longer I probed, the less I felt I had answers. I stepped into the main part of the fortress, and headed toward the stairs that would lead down.

      “Why down?” Nevii asked.

      “Because when we were here before, we found something.”

      Everything had a different meaning now, and a different purpose. At the time, we hadn’t understood what it was, and I supposed I still didn’t understand.

      I thought about the ger’thin. They had only been here after we had brought them here. Why did that seem to matter? Had it been some way of trying to break into the fortress?

      They had needed my help.

      I almost stumbled.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      “Nothing,” I whispered.

      We reached the lowest level.

      I began to detect something different. There was more of the elaron. Not just that, but there was more of the ne’rash, as well. Could it be I had caused this?

      I didn’t know what effect there would be after having mingled those powers up above, and whether or not anything I had changed would make a difference, though I could feel the way that those two powers were out there, swirling and working together.

      I had to think there would be something I might be able to influence, but even as I continued to probe, I couldn’t tell.

      “We need to be careful,” I said. “I can feel the elaron and the ne’rash and recognize them with far more power than what I should.”

      I took another step, and with each step that brought me deeper into the ground, I could feel more power beginning to flow.

      That wasn’t imagined. I was certain of it.

      Which meant that whatever was down here was getting closer.

      We had come here by choice, but the longer that we went, the deeper that we went, the more I began to question whether something had motivated us in a way that I hadn’t known.

      Maybe it was only my imagination. When it came down to this, there was much that left me troubled, worried about what we would find here.

      Another step.

      The pressure of the elaron and the ne’rash began to build, swirling around us, and I could feel it rising up, much like I could feel that energy that was building, some sense of it starting to filter to me. There was power and pressure and an energy that was here. All of it was pushing upon me, trying to reach me, and all of it was straining through the fortress.

      I had felt something similar.

      I paused and rested my hand on the wall.

      Nevii looked over to me.

      “The building where we found the elaron,” I said. “Do you remember it?”

      “How could I forget.”

      “And the one where you stored your memory. Do you recall how that felt?”

      She frowned. “They were similar.”

      I rested my hand on the wall. I could feel something here.

      Energy.

      Perhaps that was my imagination as well, but I didn’t think so. I thought that what was here and what I detected was real, which meant that whatever energy was here was real as well. As I held my hands in place, feeling for the power that was here, I had a flash of understanding.

      And I thought that I knew what I needed to do.

      Holding on to the sense of the ne’rash in the elaron above us, I called it toward me. There came a steady groaning. A popping sound, and then something else.

      “Hevith?” Coldan asked.

      “I think I know what I’m doing,” I said.

      “You think?”

      “Well, it’s possible I’m doing what the Vicenz and the ger’thin want.”

      The building continued to groan, the energy pulling into it, causing it to crack and creak and change. There was something about it I needed to contain.

      Finally, I had to let go.

      It was doing the same as it had in Coynahl.

      The power was shifting on its own.

      As it did, I realized something else.

      There was another power here. Within that other power, I could feel something. It was buried, deep beneath everything. It was trapped, held underneath the elaron and the ne’rash.

      With that understanding, I looked up, meeting Nevii and Coldan’s eyes.

      “I might have made a mistake.”

      “What did you do?”

      “There’s another great power stored here.”

      “What?”

      With that, I thought I understood why the ger’thin and the Vicenz had wanted to be here. There was power here.

      It was more than just the Hith and the Jahor. It was more than what we were able to hold on to. There was something else trapped here.

      This fortress was like a temple, much like the one in Laranth, and like the one in Coynahl. And much like the two of them, it was constricted, the power that should be there no longer free.

      I wasn’t sure if I could release it.

      More than that, I didn’t know if I should release it.

      I didn’t have much choice.

      As much as I wanted to try to hold on to it, to try to see if there was anything within me that might restrict what was taking place, I could not. I fought, before finally abandoning that fight.

      There was no point in it.

      I raced down the stairs. Coldan and Nevii went with me.

      “What are you going toward?” Coldan asked.

      “I need to better understand what power is down here.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      He glanced over my shoulder. “We have been trying to understand the relationship between the ger’thin and the Vicenz. What if this is the relationship?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There was power here. Whatever power was here was either to hold this in place,” I started, thinking about the reservoirs of elaron and ne’rash that I had felt, “or it was designed to try to figure out how to free it.”

      “And you want to do what?” Coldan asked as he chased after me.

      “I want to know which it is.”

      “How will you know?” Nevii asked.

      I continued down the stairs, reaching a lower landing.

      “I won’t. Not really.”

      As soon as I reached the landing, I felt pressure.

      It swirled all around me, coming from everywhere, and though I spun, trying to move out of the way, to deflect what I felt, it slammed into me, throwing me back till I struck the stairs. Everything hurt, and I tried to get up, but could not.
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      Coldan raged.

      There were not all that many times I had seen him filled with his power, and filled with the anger he possessed now, but he unsheathed his sword, spinning in place, anger surging up through him. It caused him to glow brightly with the elaron. Given what we had done, and the way I could feel that power flowing, I began to wonder just how much power was within him.

      Coldan was incredibly powerful and connected to the elaron almost as much as I was. In some ways, I would argue that Coldan was even better connected to the elaron than I was. He was able to call upon power, and it flowed through him, surging and rising up within him.

      “What happened?” he asked, reaching for me.

      I couldn’t move. Not yet.

      There was too much pain in my back, my body, and though I tried to reach for the elaron, using that to restore me, I could not. It was as if the pain separated me, making it difficult for me to connect to the elaron and to find the way to restore myself.

      There was one way, though.

      If I were to connect myself that greatly to the elaron, I knew what would happen to me. I knew that it would change my ability to connect to elaron, and it would possibly change my ability to connect to the ne’rash.

      Could I use the two of them together?

      I pulled upon the ne’rash, trying to guide it toward me, but even that was difficult. Whatever had slammed into me had made it challenging for me to reach either of those powers.

      “I’m going to need you to help me,” I said to Coldan.

      “Of course,” he said, reaching out his hand, and helping to get me to my feet.

      Even as he did, I cried out in pain.

      Nevii was there, slipping her arm around my shoulders, and she helped get me up as well. I looked at the two of them. Both watched me, and both seemed to have concern written on their faces.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said to them.

      “How were you even hit?” Coldan asked.

      The power had targeted me. Not the other two. It had focused upon me.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “We need to get you out of here,” Coldan said.

      “No,” I said. “There’s something down here, and we have to uncover what it is and what it means.”

      “I don’t think that is a good idea,” Coldan said. “Given what we know, and given what happened to you, I don’t think it makes sense for you to stay here. If you can’t reach for your powers, then…”

      I smiled at him. I almost knew what he was going to say. I almost knew what he cut himself off from saying.

      How would I be the Volatar?

      He wouldn’t say that, though.

      Coldan had been around me long enough, and for many years, and he had known me during the times when I had not been able to reach for my power. He had known me during the times when I had not been the Volatar, not the way that we were accustomed to.

      And he had known me well enough to know not to say that, not to remind me of that fact. Though it didn’t matter. Not at all.

      Perhaps my role as Volatar had already been fulfilled.

      The Hith and the Jahor traveled together. We had come together, if only temporarily.

      “I can feel something down there,” I said.

      “And there’s something that targeted you,” Coldan said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “All that matters is that we get to it.”

      I headed forward, forcing myself along. I made Coldan and Nevii guide me.

      I continue trying to reach for elaron and the ne’rash, and each time that I did, there was something that seemed to restrict me, making it so that I couldn’t quite reach that power, though I knew it was there.

      An injury shouldn’t separate me from my power. It might make it difficult for me to reach it, but that power was still a part of me.

      We reached the hallway.

      Another set of stairs led down. From here, we would descend into the depths of the fortress.

      “Do you remember what was down here?”

      “How can I forget?” Coldan asked.

      “It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

      “All of this makes me wonder,” Coldan said.

      We continued further downstairs. I was forced to lean on Nevii and Coldan, and they held on to me. After a moment, something began to build again. It was pressure, but I recognized it.

      “Nevii—”

      She glanced over to me, and a burst of ne’rash flowed out from her.

      It built from the ground, swirling up and circling around us. When it touched upon me, it unlocked something for me. Suddenly, I was able to touch the ne’rash.

      I looked over to Coldan. “I’m going to need you to call upon the elaron.”

      “You know I don’t have any control over it.”

      “You have enough control. I need you to use that and push it into me.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I need your connection,” I said.

      “Hevith—”

      I shook my head. “You can do this. You are far more connected to the elaron than you’ve ever admitted to.”

      He took a deep breath, closing his eyes, and then grunted. He clenched his fists, and everything within his body started to tense and tremble. I waited. I could feel something.

      Pressure continued to build around us, I glanced over to Nevii, but holding on to the ne’rash as she did, I could feel power flowing up from her. It radiated upward, coming up from the ground, through some distant and hidden stores.

      That was what we had to reach for.

      Suddenly, Coldan started to glow. That power exploded into me.

      I gasped, and my connection to the elaron shifted, returning. I pulled on it, letting it reconnect me. Relief washed through me. In doing so, I could feel something more I hadn’t in a while.

      There was some aspect of it that built within me, and it allowed me to reach outward, connecting me once again to the power that was out in the world. I called upon the ne’rash and the elaron, mixing them together within me. I forced them together, forcing them to flow up through me.

      I felt a burning in my back, and then the pain eased.

      I shifted, moving my arms, and separated from them.

      I wasn’t going to be surprised again.

      I started forward. The other two followed.

      We reached the next landing down.

      From here, I remembered where we had broken through the wall, finding the hidden areas where the Hith had been trapped. I remembered how the opening in the floor had stored the elaron.

      All of this was power.

      And surprisingly, as I stood here, looking around me, and I could feel that power and energy all around, I began to wonder if perhaps there was something more here that I should have been aware of at the time.

      When I had been here before, I hadn’t known anything, and I hadn’t known whether or not there was any sort of power here that I could have understood.

      “Do you feel it?” I asked the other two.

      I recognized the ne’rash in Nevii, though there was a hint of elaron within it. I recognized the elaron within Coldan, and I realized I needed to do something else. I pressed just a faint tendril of ne’rash into him.

      When I did, I realized his connection to the elaron had been altered. It was subtle, but somewhere along the line, there was some part of him that had changed.

      It was a connection to power that had shifted, leaving him somehow twisted, the same way I had detected the others having been twisted. Now that I was aware of it, now that I added that hint of ne’rash, it stabilized things. I didn’t know whether that ne’rash would harm him, but I didn’t think so. It certainly wouldn’t make him angry, not the way that it had once made me angry.

      Coldan pulled in a deep breath, and his eyes went wide. “What did you do?”

      “I’m connecting you to your power.” I glanced over to Nevii. “The same way I connected her to her power.”

      He clenched his jaw, and for a moment, the elaron surged within him, angry and blinding, but then it soothed, easing. Strange that the two powers would mingle in such a way when I had seen them so differently for so long.

      He inhaled deeply, letting it out slowly. Tension I hadn’t realized had been trapped within him for a long time finally started to dissipate, something I felt through the elaron as much as I saw it with the relaxation of his shoulders.

      “How are you?” I asked carefully.

      “Did you know?”

      “Did I know what?”

      “What you were doing?”

      I chuckled softly. “I often don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.

      He took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and he glared at me. “You would risk me like that?”

      “I knew something was not quite right. I could feel it. I don’t know what it was, but I recognized there is something within you that needed to be brought back to the person that you were before.”

      He stiffened for a moment, and then he released all that tension again. “I feel something,” he said.

      “It might be what I did to you,” I said.

      He shook his head. “I felt that the moment you did it. This is… different.”

      I glanced over to Nevii. “Do you feel anything?”

      “There is something here,” she said.

      “If I’m right, it’s going to be a great power. Maybe similar to what we experienced when we were in Coynahl and Laranth.”

      “And if you’re wrong?”

      “Then we might find ger’thin. Or Vicenz. Or something altogether different.”

      I could tell the powers I’d mingled up above were still working their way down, gradually snaking through the building, trying to make their way toward us. Something within that power was changing. It was connecting to the fortress.

      I reached the end of the hall. There was a door here, and on the other side of the door was the power. I hesitated a moment, holding my hand in front of it.

      “You remember the first time we came through here?” I asked Coldan.

      “No, you came through here on your own.”

      I glanced over, grinning at him. “That’s right. You were preoccupied with events outside of the fortress.”

      “Out of necessity,” he said.

      “Of course,” I said. “Out of necessity, but that doesn’t change that you had been preoccupied.”

      I pulled the door open. A surge of great power built the moment I did.

      I braced myself, holding on to the elaron in the ne’rash, using the two to try to push out. I wasn’t able to hold it off. I mixed the two powers, and formed the blade of elaron and ne’rash, and slashed through it.

      I looked over to Coldan. He had his sword unsheathed, and it was glowing brightly, blazing with the light of elaron, though this time there was a tracing of darkness through it, a filament of the ne’rash. Nevii worked differently. She had strands of ne’rash flowing out from her, the lines of power we had encountered every time we had fought with the Hith.

      A great power carved through one of the bands of ne’rash that she was holding on to, severing her from it.

      She staggered back, and Coldan caught her, before releasing her.

      “We need to go in,” I said.

      “We don’t even know what great power that is,” Coldan said.

      “We don’t.”

      “We don’t know what that great power will do,” he said.

      I shook my head. “We don’t.”

      “And you are still willing to do this?”

      “We have no choice,” I said.

      He nodded. “Let me go first.”

      I smiled at him. “This isn’t anything you’re going to be able to fight your way through. I think I need to be the one to go through first. I have the connection to both the elaron and ne’rash, and can feel the effect of this great power. If anyone is going to be able to withstand it, it will be me.” For a moment he feared what might happen if he couldn’t withstand it, but he moved past it. There was no choice but to do so.

      “I don’t like what you are likely going to do,” Coldan said to me.

      “What exactly do you think I’m going to do?”

      “I know you, Hevith.”

      “Do you?”

      “Better than you like to think.”

      I smiled at him, and looked over to Nevii. “If anything happens to me, the two of you need to get out of here. Find a place of safety.”

      “Hevith—”

      I turned away, and stepped into the room.

      Power filled me.

      I had no idea what that power was, only that it washed over me, flowing through me, and it filled me in a way that I had never felt before. It was different than that of the elaron and the ne’rash. A great power.

      There was no doubt in my mind it was one of the great powers, and yet as I felt it, I recognized something familiar about it. I had felt this power somewhere before. I didn’t know where it was, only that at some point in my days I had been exposed to this power, and I knew that it was incredibly potent.

      I plunged deeper into the room.

      I turned back, but there was only a haze around me.

      Nothing else. Just that haze.

      It reminded me of what we had seen in Laranth. The haze that had been caused by the Vicenz, and it made me think that perhaps that was their doing. I had seen a similar haze before.

      If only I had a vrendan.

      I was at the mercy of this power, at the mercy of the way it flowed around me, and at the mercy of how it pressed through me.

      I was fighting it.

      I realized that I was trying to resist, but maybe I didn’t need to.

      I relaxed my hold over the elaron and the ne’rash.

      Those powers were still within me, and they continued to flow, but I no longer tried to fight and hold back the effect of the great power that was here in this room.

      It exploded.

      I could feel it tear through me.

      I didn’t have a name for it, not the way that I did for the elaron and the ne’rash, only knowing it was a great power. There was an energy to it that left every part of my being on edge. It seemed as if my skin was raw, but my insides were just as raw.

      I took in a deep breath, and then coughed as even that began to burn.

      Pain worked through me.

      It was a different pain than anything I’d ever experienced before. I didn’t know if I would be able to withstand it. I tried to fight it, to ignore it, but I couldn’t figure out how to do so. I felt nothing other than that hot and fiery pain that consumed me.

      My body reacted.

      It called for the elaron and ne’rash, and it brought those two powers together, binding them in a way that would bridge them together. Suddenly something about those two powers began to shift. I could feel a melding of those powers.

      It was different than what I had known from them before, and as they bonded together, mixing and mingling, I exploded with that energy.

      It shook everything around me.

      The haze parted.

      Or did it?

      I wasn’t sure if the haze had parted or whether or not I’d absorbed it. Either way, I worried about what the haze had meant. There was still the energy of that great power. I could feel it out there around me.

      We had fought, and we had made our way here, and we had dealt with dangers, only to return to this fortress that had been so dangerous for me over the years. A place that had changed me.

      Would it change me even more?

      If it did, did it matter?

      Perhaps that was what I needed. Perhaps I was meant to be changed again.

      Perhaps all of this was as it was supposed to be.

      I tried not to fight, letting that power fill me, and could feel it doing something. It continued to flow through me. That energy built, rolling through me till it felt almost uncontrolled. I strained against it, struggling to find anything I might be able to uncover, but that power was different. The use of it was different. The nature of that power was different.

      There was nothing I could do that would allow me to fully understand and control that power. I embraced it.

      What choice did I have but to do so?

      More and more of that power continued to flow, rolling into me.

      More and more of that energy built.

      Once again, the mingling of the two powers that were naturally a part of me began to emerge, becoming something else. When they exploded outward, it felt different than before. The two energies were there, combined in a way that left me feeling as if they were almost uncontrolled.

      The haze had faded.

      I looked around, and the room was empty.

      A part of me had half expected that the haze here would be filled with ger’thin, or Vicenz, or perhaps some other being that we had yet to meet.

      I tried to move, but I couldn’t.

      Somehow, this haze held me in place.

      I attempted to take another step, but still could not.

      My body didn’t react the way it should.

      I took a deep breath, but even that felt strange—off—as if whatever I was doing, whatever had happened to me, had altered some aspect of me in a way that left me different.

      Could it have twisted me?

      I tested the elaron in the ne’rash, and both powers were still there. It didn’t feel as if they were twisted in any way, only merged together, mingled in a way that they had not been before. I could use those powers.

      What about this other power?

      It was within me, as well.

      It seemed to be a part of everything. My skin, my insides. The magic I possessed. That was the burning sensation I had known when it had first come to me, and within that, I had felt the overwhelming power, but nothing more than it.

      “Coldan,” I tried to cry out, but my voice didn’t even sound right.

      I could hear the word in my head, but that wasn’t the way it needed to come out. I embraced the power again, trying to call to it, and in doing so, I could feel some aspect of it flowing. I tried to reach outward, pushing out with a part of myself, using that for me to see what else was going on.

      I attempted to move, but I was trapped here, my body not reacting the way I wanted to, no part of me functional. Somehow, I was going to have to find a way to overpower what happened to me.

      I believed it was from one of the great powers, but which of the great powers?

      The one that made the most sense was the same great power that the ger’thin controlled. Whatever power they had allowed them to manipulate forms, and to take control over their forms, but why would that power be in me?

      Why wouldn’t it allow me to move?

      I tried again, but still my body didn’t react the way it needed.

      I closed my eyes, and knew that I was going to have to separate in the Place of Knowing. It was the only way I might be able to escape from here, and I had to think that as I did that I could reach to Coldan.

      I separated.

      It was strangely easy. It felt almost wispy, as if some part of me came with my mind as I separated into the Place of Knowing, and I drifted toward the doorway, through the haze. I turned, looking over to my body, but didn’t see it.

      Had the haze swallowed it?

      It was difficult to see anything in here. The haze continued to build, rising up, becoming more intense than it had been before. It was a strange feeling.

      I tried to head back toward where I could feel my body, but even as I did, there wasn’t anything there I could get to. I hurried to it, focusing on the power here, and I attempted to see if there was anything I might be able to find of myself, but the haze obscured everything.

      Finally, I decided to go toward the door. There was no choice but to do that. As I reached the door, I saw the barrier it created, and I floated through it.

      On the other side, Coldan and Nevii were there.

      Coldan suddenly swung his sword toward me.

      I twisted, moving out of the way.

      “Coldan!”

      He darted back. “Hevith?”

      “It’s me. I had to separate into the Place of Knowing.”

      “You look like them.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the creatures. Like the ger’thin.”

      I tried to look at myself, but wasn’t able to see anything. In this Place of Knowing, there was nothing but the strange emptiness.

      “I don’t think I do,” I said.

      Coldan nodded. “Trust me, you do.”

      “There’s something holding me. It prevents my body from going anywhere.”

      Coldan started toward the door when Nevii grabbed his wrist.

      Coldan tensed.

      I had seen that expression from him before, and I’d seen the irritation on his face. It lingered there for a moment, but then it softened.

      I realized why, though.

      Nevii pushed out with a hint of ne’rash, and it flowed out from her and into Coldan, soothing him. Strange that she would be able to use the ne’rash in such a way. It surprised me that she would be so connected to it that it would work in that manner for her.

      I expected that the elaron would be able to do something like that, but had never expected the ne’rash to connect in such a way.

      And the way she was using it now demonstrated that she had complete control over it. More than just the ne’rash blowing into Coldan, there had been a hint of elaron.

      With my strangely merged powers, I could feel that.

      “If you go in there, there’s a possibility you will be consumed by the same power that consumed him.”

      Coldan looked back at me. “I am the sword.”

      “Then be his sword,” she said.

      “I am,” Coldan said.

      He pulled open the door, and he stepped inside.

      Nevii looked over to me, and there was a question burning on her face, a frown that remained fixed there.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “I don’t even know if this will harm you. It might be a nature of something that is tied to me.”

      “I must know,” she said.

      She stepped through, moving after Coldan.

      I flowed forward, staying in the Place of Knowing, and as soon as I was back in the room, I realize the mist had continued to build, stretching up.

      It suddenly made sense why the mist would be here like this.

      It also made sense why I would be aware of it.

      This was the source of where the elaron and the ne’rash had been, the location where they had tried to conceal it, to trap that power down, and because of the elaron in the ne’rash now flowing upward, out into the fortress, out around us, the suppression that had been here was now gone.

      Coldan cried out.

      “You can’t fight it,” I said.

      “I don’t see you in here,” Coldan said, and I could practically imagine him clenching his teeth. The haze had built, becoming something like a fog, and there wasn’t any way for him to make it through here.

      He tried to move, but he cried out again.

      “Don’t fight it,” I said again.

      Coldan growled, and as he did, he stopped moving.

      “Hevith, I don’t see you here,” Nevii said.

      It was one of the first times that she had actually said my name rather than calling me Volatar.

      I swirled around the room, fighting through the haze, but I didn’t see my physical form. There was only the Place of Knowing, and the power here, and the energy I had known in this place before. I continued to swirl around the room to see if there was anything within this Place of Knowing that would allow me to know just what had happened to me, and whether there was any way for me to escape from it. Even as I swirled around, I couldn’t uncover it. I was trapped.

      If I couldn’t find my physical form, that I wouldn’t be able to return from the Place of Knowing. There had only been one other time I had been concerned about this. It had been when I had gone to the tu’alan.

      They had held me there. They had known how to hold me there.

      How had they known how to hold me there?

      They had control over the Place of Knowing.

      I continued to circle around the room, trying to find the answers, but even as I did, there was nothing other than the strange haze that pressed through everything.

      Coldan cried out, and suddenly, he began to swirl.

      “You’re entering the Place of Knowing,” I said.

      “Hevith?”

      “You have to see if you can control it,” I said.

      I didn’t know if he would be able to. I didn’t know if there was anything that had forced him into it, but as I looked over, noticing that he was in the same Place of Knowing, I realized that wasn’t the case at all.

      It was tied to the haze. It was tied to whatever was happening here, and the longer we stayed here, the more that I realized that we were trapped.

      We were captured.

      Only, were we?

      The Place of Knowing allowed me to move.

      “You have to use the elaron to propel yourself,” I said. “Or the ne’rash,” I said to Nevii.

      As I looked around, focusing on the energy here, on the power of the Place of Knowing, I had to wonder if either of them would be able to move around the same way as I could. I was able to control the Place of Knowing, and had plenty of experience with it, but neither of them would have that same experience.

      Nevii swirled in place, moving around, and as she did, she eventually began to settle, taking hold of her form again.

      “You must fortify yourself with the ne’rash,” she said.

      I frowned, and as I attempted to propel myself with the elaron, I began to add a hint of the ne’rash to it, trying to see if that would do anything for me. As I did, I could feel that something changed. It was strange the way it did. It began to fortify me, changing things, and suddenly I could feel the energy within me.

      I looked down.

      Suddenly I was in a substantial form again. It was different than when I entered the Place of Knowing.

      “We are like them,” I said, looking to Coldan. “You have to use the ne’rash.”

      “I don’t have the ne’rash,” he said.

      Could I help him?

      I had added the ne’rash to him before, and when I had, it had helped him; I had seen the way he had created that power, letting that darkness flow along his sword. I knew he had the ability to use the ne’rash, even if he wasn’t convinced of it. I sent a hint of power flowing out from me and through Coldan.

      It triggered the ne’rash within him.

      He suddenly solidified.

      He sucked in a deep breath, and he looked over to me. “That was unpleasant.”

      “The power is in us,” I said. “It seems as if it has turned us into the ger’thin.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s something different than the ger’thin.”

      We looked around, and through the haze, I could feel the energy of the room, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this would permanently change all of us.

      Anyone who had the potential to use both the elaron and the ne’rash might be able to connect to it, but was that the right thing to do?

      “This has to be what the Vicenz were after,” I said. “They wanted to be like the ger’thin.”

      “Why would they want to be like this?”

      I shook my head. I had a wave of dizziness, and a moment where I lost control over my body, but then I fortified it with the ne’rash, and I managed to hold on to that form again. “I don’t really know.”

      “How are we going to stop them from getting to us?” Coldan asked.

      “I don’t really know that, either.”

      We looked around the room, and I could feel the power here, the energy in the room, the haze that was continuing to push upon us.

      What would happen if others came here?

      This would change them, the same way that it changed us.

      I wasn’t sure if that was something that was safe to do, or whether it would overwhelm us. If the others with us didn’t have the ability to anchor themselves, if they couldn’t hold on to themselves with the ne’rash, then they might drift away, disconnecting from their physical bodies and be left forever as a part of the Place of Knowing—and likely destroyed.

      We had to move quickly. I didn’t have any idea whether or not there was anything out here that we needed to fear, but this rising power suggested that something was here, and that there was someone here.

      Releasing this energy meant that others would have access to it.

      And if they did, did it mean the Vicenz—

      An explosion thundered near me.

      I looked up, glancing over to Coldan, and saw him frowning.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I could feel something.”

      Nevii’s eyes widened slightly. “It is the highest,” she said.

      “Vicenz?”

      She glanced over to me, and she nodded once.

      By freeing the elaron and the ne’rash here, I might have done the very thing the Vicenz wanted from me.

      Would there be any way for me to protect the power, to constrict it so that it didn’t cause that same destruction? I might be able to turn it, but I didn’t know if that would work.

      I motioned to the others to follow, and we stepped out of the room. Closing the door, I focused on the elaron and the ne’rash within me. It wasn’t going to be enough. While I had a connection to that power, and I could feel it flowing up through me, I also knew that it wasn’t going to be enough.

      I needed to connect to the others.

      I was going to have to reach out, borrow from the Jahor. From the Hith. I was going to have to find some way to unify them, though doing so might place them into danger with so many unknown elements taking place. As I reached for that power, I felt it flowing from me. Slowly, I eased it forward. I added it to what I detected around me. I could feel something changing. The energy was there, and I needed to seal this off.

      Another explosion thundered.

      I looked over to Coldan, then to Nevii.

      “You need to go and see what’s happening,” I said. “I will finish walling this off again.”

      “Are you sure?” Coldan asked.

      I nodded. “This is my fault. I didn’t know what this was.”

      Coldan arched a brow at me. “You knew it wasn’t a good idea to release it, though.”

      I frowned at him. “I didn’t know what was going to be here,” I said. “All I knew was that there was power.”

      Coldan clenched his jaw. I could feel the ne’rash flowing from Nevii, trying to fortify and help Coldan. I added to what she was doing. It was strange within me, though. The nature of my power had changed, and I could feel how the two powers combined, different than they had been before.

      Coldan turned away, and he headed toward the stairs.

      Nevii watched me. “This will be dangerous.”

      “I know you have a hard time going against the Vicenz, but I hope you can trust me when I say they are not the people you thought they were.”

      She pressed her lips together in a tight frown, nodding slowly. “I know they aren’t.”

      With that, she disappeared.

      I turned my attention back to the door, wrapping the elaron and the ne’rash around it. I had to create a barrier that might solidify here, but even as I held on to it, starting to press power around it, I wasn’t sure if there would be much that I’d be able to do with it. I could feel the way that the elaron surged around here, and I could feel the energy that was here, but more than that…

      I had to tighten it.

      The powers crackled as I push them together, and as I did, I realized that wasn’t quite what I needed to do.

      Not push them together. I needed to mingle them.

      I needed to unify them.

      I was the Volatar. I could do this.

      I surged those powers together, building them in a way that allowed them to grow with increasing energy. I could feel it forming, constricting, and it created a barrier around the mist here.

      More and more power started to push against me, as if it were trying to batter against the energy I had there. I tested, making sure the barrier I had created was solid. For a moment, I began to ease that connection, feeling it starting to drift away.

      Then I fortified it again.

      I forced more power from me, and I drew it from the Jahor, from the Hith, and I solidified the barrier. Doing so took more energy than I had used before, leaving me weakened for a moment, but gradually that weakness faded. I had to hope placing this barrier wasn’t something could be overwhelmed. I doubted I would be able to replicate it.

      I needed to reach Coldan.
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      Hevith trailed after the energy of the elaron. It was a faint trickle of power, but it was the only source within the city that seemed to guide him. It led him along, dragging him through the street. All he had to do was to find a way to get just a little bit further, and he could reach that power.

      Coldan stayed with him, his sword unsheathed, swinging it from side to side. “Are you sure you can detect it?” Coldan asked.

      “Not really,” Hevith said. “There was something here before, but…” Hevith shook his head. “They were holding the Movras. I don’t know what they might have done as they held him, but they were preventing him from being able to escape.” He followed the elaron, and every so often, he thought that he picked up on a sense of the ne’rash.

      They darted along the streets, and it seemed darker here than it had in other places.

      There were no streetlights, and the only light they had was the elaron blade Hevith still held. That blade of light pushed back the darkness around them a little bit, though it didn’t do so completely. There were still traces of darkness and shadow all around, keeping Hevith from piercing the depths of the darkness.

      “We’re getting to the edge of the city,” Coldan said.

      Hevith frowned as he stared down the street. Coldan was right. Why would he detect it on the edge of the city? Here he thought that they had come because he was detecting the Movras, but why would they have kept them here?

      “I can feel it,” he said.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on what he’d detected. He turned in place, and then pushed off, separating into the Place of Knowing. He drifted, floating above the city.

      He was less concerned about getting trapped here this time. Now with two of the dangerous Hith removed, he didn’t fear it the way that he had, though perhaps that was his mistake. He looked down upon the city, noting the quiet, the darkness. There were shadows moving along the street, but within those shadows was a hint of a light.

      Elaron.

      Which meant that those shadows moving along the street were his Jahor.

      What were they doing?

      They were fanning out, spreading throughout the city, searching for the Hith, but so far, they had been unable to find anything.

      He didn’t feel any sense of elaron as he had before.

      He pushed upward, floating even higher above the ground, and could feel the soldiers out on the battlefield, the elaron within them, and the Jahor with him. Hevith could almost feel something more out there, but didn’t see anything other than what he’d detected before.

      He strained, moving even higher. As he did, he began to realize something else. The power he had felt before had moved. It wasn’t where they were.

      It was to the south.

      They were retreating.

      How far would they go?

      Retreat was what he and Coldan had wanted. That meant they had been effective, but if they were retreating, then he lost the opportunity to try to understand what the Movras might know, and to learn how to use that knowledge to help the people. That was the reason he’d wanted to come.

      He continued circling high over the ground. He caught sight of another flash of elaron in the distance. It was faint, subtle, little more than a blur of light, and it was far to the south. Another place. That would be where they would go next.

      As he descended, he rejoined his body, finding no resistance.

      “What did you find?” Coldan asked.

      “Another city,” he said.

      “What about the Movras?”

      “I don’t detect anything of him anymore.”

      “Anymore?”

      Hevith shrugged. “There was some sense of him before, but it’s gone.”

      “Where do you think it would have gone?”

      “I don’t know. They took the Movras with them.” He looked over to Coldan. “Find the others, gather them together, sweep through the city and release as many as we can.”

      “And then what?”

      “We need to make sure we have a presence here.”

      “How do you propose to do that?”

      Hevith didn’t really know. “This is my first time in war,” he said.

      “I would suggest we leave a small contingent of the Order,” Coldan said. “They can ensure the Hith don’t attack, and I suspect you would know if they did. Regardless, we are going to keep pushing this south.” He looked over at Hevith, waiting, as if not sure what Hevith might decide.

      Hevith nodded. “We’ll keep pushing south. We should visit with the people who’ve been captured,” Hevith said.

      “We can, but you do realize the people who were captured here are going to have a different opinion of their oppressors than you might.”

      “Why?”

      “Because not all have suffered,” Coldan said. He looked back toward the city. “Some were left to live their lives. It wasn’t them who were the target. It was only the Jahor, at least as far as we know.” Coldan crossed his arms, and he stared into the city. “With something like that, you begin to see what people are like. What they are really like. They tolerate far more than what you and I would have.”

      “You think they tolerated the treatment of the Jahor?”

      “Not all the people in the city are Jahor, are they?”

      Hevith shook his head. “Not that I can tell,” he said.

      “Then not all of them would have been subjected to the same treatment that the Hith had done.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Hevith said.

      He thought about Yarshin and his experience there. Within Yarshin, there had been those who had been Jahor, and they had been hidden, staying in basements, concealed from the rest of the city. The others within the city had mostly ignored their presence. Some had concealed them, though. Was that what they were going to find in every city?

      If so, Hevith wasn’t sure he would have the stomach for what might need to be done.

      “We need to ensure that Jahor are given the chance to lead here,” he said.

      “I will see it’s done,” Coldan said.

      He left him, and Hevith stared out into the darkness, his mind racing.

      Everything around him was quiet. The darkness persisted, though it seemed natural, finally. There was no sense of it around, nor was there the ne’rash that he had begun to equate with the Hith. He didn’t feel or hear anything that suggested the war continued. The only thing he was aware of was the energy of the night. The quiet. He was aware of the elaron that flared every so often, though it came from the Jahor soldiers. He was aware of how his people began their movement toward the city, no longer holding steady on the battlefield. He was aware of how the people within the city had gone on edge.

      That was probably his imagination. There was no reason that he would actually detect anything like that. In this case, the only thing Hevith was really aware of was himself.

      After a while, he finally took a step, turning back to the rest of the city, and knew it was time to begin his preparations.
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      They marched onward. It had only been a week, though long enough that Hevith still felt as if they had abandoned time. The city behind them had stabilized, at least as much as it could be. There were several of the Order to remain behind, and they were leading the city.

      What Hevith might need to do would be to send word to Alicia. He could do so using the Place of Knowing, trying to coax her into coming out and offering assistance.

      If anyone would be able to do it, he thought it would be her.

      They had neared a city in the distance.

      The pressure had intensified the last few days. It was gradually building, and Hevith was aware that there was a sense of ne’rash coming off of it, mixed with the elaron. The ne’rash seemed to suppress the elaron, making it more muted than would be otherwise. Every so often, Hevith would separate into the Place of Knowing, using that to try to uncover a bit more about what was happening in that city, but each time that he did, he found nothing more than what they had already uncovered. They had found no further resistance.

      He expected to encounter Hith, soldiers, even Vicenz, but there had been none.

      The fighting within Vor had been difficult, but it hadn’t been overwhelming. With his soldiers of the Order, they had managed to sweep through it, and had been able to overwhelm the defenses, pushing the Hith out.

      That was what Hevith intended to do throughout the rest of these lands. It was late in the day when something changed. The energy in the air shifted, and Hevith paused, motioning to Coldan.

      “What is it?” Coldan asked.

      He tipped his head to the side, sniffing, though Hevith wondered if it wasn’t a matter of what he smelled but what he felt. Hevith could feel the same thing, an awareness of power and energy here that had been different than it was before.

      “Something changed,” Hevith whispered.

      “What do you think it was?”

      Hevith shook his head. “I can’t tell. Maybe Hith?”

      He didn’t know, though. As far as he could tell, there was a hint of that energy flowing around here, but whatever he detected was still subtle enough it was difficult to determine the source of it.

      He reached for the connection within him, and drew from the Jahor around him, borrowing from their energy, using that to help link him to whatever might be out there. As he did, he began to feel for the elaron that was in the distant city. He wasn’t able to detect anything more than what they had already seen, though Hevith suspected there was some aspect of it that remained out there. As he continued to probe, reaching that power, he strained, searching for whether he might be able to uncover anything.

      He was going to have to separate in the Place of Knowing.

      He looked over to Coldan, who nodded at him.

      Coldan had seen him separating into the Place of Knowing enough times that he understood what it was and what Hevith might need to do. As he pushed off, using the elaron to force himself away, he streaked into the sky, and glanced down at his army.

      It wasn’t all that significant, at least compared to what they had faced before, but they were all soldiers of the Order. All Jahor, and all bound to the elaron in a way that created strength, granting them a connection that others didn’t necessarily have.

      He didn’t see anything as he drifted.

      The landscape had barely changed in the time since they had left Vor. It was flat, and it stretched almost impossibly far ahead of them. There were occasional trees that dotted the landscape, and every so often, massive valleys dipped down before rising back up, as if some angry god had tried to separate the land into different sections.

      Hevith suspected that there was something out there he might be able to identify, but it was a matter of being able to determine it from this vantage. He couldn’t feel any power moving below him, only the energy that he had detected before. Even as he focused on that power, Hevith wasn’t able to discern anything more about it than what he already had.

      He drifted even farther forward, heading toward the city.

      He could feel energy out there, a source of power that suggested to him that there was something more to it, but as he focused, looking in the distance, he couldn’t tell whether or not what he had detected was real.

      Then he felt something.

      It came to him as a distant sort of fluttering against him, a surge of something other than elaron. It wasn’t the ne’rash—at least he didn’t think so.

      Maybe it was another power.

      Or maybe it was somebody else in the Place of Knowing trying to influence him. Hevith had some sense that there was power out there, but he wasn’t able to feel anything more than what he had already detected. He continued to stare, focusing on that energy, but he couldn’t feel anything more.

      Energy filled him, and he burst forward. He realized he had been restricted but hadn’t known it before. He had to return.

      “There is something out there,” he said when he opened his eyes. “Either Hith of Vicenz. Whatever it is has a way of influencing me in the Place of Knowing.”

      Coldan looked around. “I will alert the others.”

      They rode forward, moving more carefully. They reached another valley, and they had to descend, and as they started to climb again, a darkness swirled toward them.

      Hevith pulled upon the elaron, creating a blade of it, and he slashed at the ne’rash that flowed down below him. It alerted the Hith they were there, and that they knew about their presence. There was some danger in doing so, but Hevith thought he didn’t have much choice in the matter.

      He guided the horse, heading up the slope of the ravine, and when they reached the hillside, he noticed forms in the distance. Not an army, not as they had faced before, but a dozen men—and maybe women—seated on horses.

      Waiting for them.

      Hevith frowned, glancing back to Coldan.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said.

      Hevith called upon the elaron, and he prepared for what they might have to face. He didn’t know what it was, only that he could detect that energy that was out there trying to come toward them. He worried about what it might do to them and what they might need to do to resist it. He pushed out with the elaron.

      And found it drawn away from him.

      “Vicenz,” he breathed out. Hevith nodded slowly. “I can feel them drawing upon me.”

      “Can you hold your own power inside you?”

      Hevith attempted to call the elaron back, but even as he did, he noticed that there was some resistance to it. It was as if the Vicenz, all twelve of them, were powerful enough that they were able to draw it off of him, overwhelming him.

      Maybe if he called the power of the Jahor to him, he could use the energy of the others to ensure that he wasn’t trapped.

      Hevith started to draw that energy toward him, and he held it inside. As he did, he began to try to withdraw the elaron, holding it so that he wouldn’t lose control over it. In doing so, Hevith could feel that energy starting to stabilize.

      “Can we take them?” Coldan asked.

      “There are a dozen,” Hevith said.

      “Right. And we are almost one hundred,” Coldan said. “Can we take them?”

      There was a time when Hevith would’ve thought that a ridiculous question, but he understood the danger the Vicenz posed. If they were able to call upon his elaron as powerfully as it seemed that they could, then they were in even more danger. He needed to try to ensure that he held on to his connection to the elaron, stabilizing it, but he also had to ensure that the Jahor Order were able to maintain their connection to the elaron. If they lost it, if the Vicenz managed to draw that power away from them, then there would be some way for the Vicenz to use their own power against them.

      Hevith continued to pull on his energy, drawing it toward him. He focused on it, squeezing that power inward, and then nodded to Coldan. “I did what I can.”

      “I’ll make sure that we are ready,” Coldan said.

      He sent out a command, and the other Jahor Order all lined up.

      For some reason, Hevith had a feeling that this was going to be more dangerous than the battle in the city. Within the city, there were Hith, and with the Hith, Hevith had an idea about what it would take to deal with them. When it came to Vicenz…

      He focused, calling the elaron to him, and then started forward.

      He simply held on to the elaron.

      And then created a blade.

      Something exploded near him. Power, but it was a different kind of power. It was different even than the ne’rash. Different than the elaron.

      He created a barrier of elaron around him.

      Then the Jahor Order charged.

      The Order rode quickly, surging with speed, but also trained as well as he could imagine that they could be.

      He held on to the elaron, wrapping it around him as he focused on the energy pressing against him. Coldan stayed near him, riding alongside him as the soldiers of the Order plunged into the fray.

      “Something is off,” Hevith said.

      “Other than the fact that there are a dozen men out there who are willing to face down our one hundred Jahor of the Order?”

      “Other than that, I suppose,” Hevith said.

      Coldan grunted. He slowed his horse, and Hevith rode alongside him, moving carefully and cautiously as he did, looking over and around him as he tried to see just what else might be out there.

      There was nothing else.

      He half expected that more soldiers would suddenly appear, either hidden from their view or riding up out of the distance, but there was nothing.

      Then a dozen of his Order were blasted back.

      Coldan growled, and he kicked his horse, surging forward.

      Another explosion thundered, and more soldiers were scattered.

      Hevith reached the first few who were down, and he hopped from the saddle, crouching next to them to see if he might be able to help them, but from the way their bodies were twisted, he could already tell there was nothing he could do.

      He pressed out with the elaron, anyway.

      When he did, he strained, trying to detect if there was anything there he might be able to use, but there was an emptiness within them. He doubted they would be getting up again.

      Hevith pulled upon more elaron, and he hurried over to the next, and the next.

      Five of his Order were already down.

      Another explosion thundered. He heard a scream, and looked up. They had started with a hundred, and as he surveyed the battlefield, he saw only fifty or so men still standing.

      And none of the Vicenz were down.

      Hevith stormed forward, and he focused on the elaron, burning a blade brightly.

      Rage boiled within him, and a hint of power erupted from him, racing up from some place deep within him, buried underneath the anger he felt.

      He darted forward, and when he reached the line of soldiers, another explosion thundered toward them.

      Hevith reacted. He pressed out with elaron, borrowing from the soldiers of the Order, wrapping it around them. The barrier formed, creating a seal around them, solidifying them inside.

      They were safe.

      For how long, though? Hevith couldn’t tell.

      He had to get to the Vicenz.

      He stormed forward, slashing with the blade of elaron.

      The first of the Vicenz carried a long sword made of wood. Fyrwood.

      It would be holding on to power.

      That was what Hevith had target. Once he disarmed the Vicenz, they would pose no threat.

      Hevith slashed at the Vicenz, but he blasted back, pushing power out at Hevith, sending it swirling toward him, and it struck him in the chest. Hevith reacted, creating a barrier of elaron around him, but it was not solid enough to completely protect him.

      He was thrown back.

      He landed amidst several of the other fallen soldiers of the Order.

      There were faces he knew, men he had fought beside, people he had brought up into the Order.

      They were down. Injured. Dying. Or already dead.

      Hevith focused on the energy within him, and he got to his feet, embracing the elaron as he did, trying to call it to him, preparing for that power to fuel him. He recognized something near him.

      He erupted with elaron.

      He slammed into one of the Vicenz, but the elaron seemed to do nothing to them.

      Because the man was pulling it off.

      He called the elaron away, siphoning it, forcing it out into his strange blade.

      Hevith shifted his attack, turning it upon the man, and he pressed out as much power as he could into the sword. It began to build, and the Vicenz attempted to turn it back upon Hevith.

      Finally, the sword cracked.

      Hevith was there. He brought his elaron blade around, and he split the man in half.

      He turned, facing another of the Vicenz.

      Three of them turned toward him.

      He started to pull upon the elaron, focusing it in a blade. As he did, he glanced over to see the other soldiers of the Order fighting. Something that Coldan had said to him came back to him then.

      Coldan was his sword.

      Hevith wasn’t meant to fight. Not like this.

      Hevith might be able to, and he had enough strength, and over the years, he had trained enough that he had some skill, but this wasn’t a fight he was meant to take part in.

      He could do it, but should he?

      He knew the answer to that.

      He had to enable the others to do fight.

      And there might be another way that he could work. His purpose wasn’t to fight with a sword. He might be able to create the blade of elaron, and it had been effective and useful for him to destroy others like this, but that wasn’t what he needed to be doing.

      Hevith had other ways of attacking, and other things he needed to be a part of.

      He pulled from the Jahor around him and pressed out, letting more and more energy create a barrier. The Vicenz attempted to draw upon it, but Hevith found he could resist.

      Using his connection to the Jahor, the elaron within him, Hevith resisted their attempt to call it off of him.

      Now to disarm them. Once he did, they were no threat.

      Push back the Hith, the Vicenz, and free the Jahor. Then he could end the war.

      He stared, realizing that each of these three Vicenz facing him had different items of power on them. He harnessed the elaron.

      One of the men held a long club. Hevith sent a surge of elaron through it. It cracked, and he turned, twisting toward another man. Much like the first Vicenz Hevith had faced, he carried a sword. With another surge of power, Hevith’s elaron crashed through it, leading to a loud crack, and that Vicenz was disarmed.

      The last one was difficult. He attempted to push elaron out, but couldn’t feel anything. The man grinned at him.

      Hevith darted forward, and struck the man in the face.

      It was simple, but effective.

      He had learned to grapple with Vard all those years ago. He didn’t mind allowing his anger, that edge, to come out. That was going to be needed. He could feel how it was going to be needed. There was anger within him, energy here, and as he unleashed it, he could feel that power leaching away from him.

      He struck again.

      He slammed the man’s head down, again, then again.

      He felt around his neck, remembering the medallion Morad had worn. If he could find something similar on this man, then he could steal it, and maybe even use it.

      Hevith smiled bitterly to himself.

      He found the medallion, ripped it free from his neck, and then hurriedly searched him, checking his arms for bracelets, his legs for anklets, and even his hands for rings, but found nothing more.

      The medallion.

      He turned toward the other Vicenz.

      Hevith unleashed power through the medallion.

      It shuddered in his hand for a moment, then power slammed into one of the other Vicenz, throwing him back. He darted forward, holding on to the strange medallion, and turned upon another Vicenz. Then another.

      Armed as he was, Hevith finally began to get the upper hand.

      The Order surged forward.

      There were so few of them. Far fewer than there should be.

      Could these Vicenz really have diminished numbers so quickly?

      A Vicenz turned toward him holding a long staff. It was similar to the one that Morad carried. Similar to the one that he had stolen from Mel. With a staff like that he could defeat the Vicenz.

      “I need the staff,” he said to Coldan.

      The Vicenz glowered at him. He tapped it once, and power bloomed out from him in a circle and slammed into Hevith.

      Holding on to the medallion, and the elaron within him, Hevith could push back against the Vicenz power. Hevith sent another surge of power away from him that bounced harmlessly off the Vicenz as he absorbed it.

      He could call power off of the elaron, call it off of the Jahor, but doing so would only weaken the Order.

      If something were to happen to him and the Vicenz were somehow able to overpower him, Hevith didn’t want to leave his Order injured and diminished.

      He would have to find some other way.

      The medallion might work. He didn’t need to draw so much power off. Only enough to turn it back against the Vicenz.

      He focused on the staff.

      The staff could hold more. He was certain of it. Having held one of the staffs like that before, knowing the way that power would flow through it, Hevith understood that such a staff would be incredibly beneficial, but he didn’t know if he could use it.

      Hevith held up the medallion and called power away. It started to fill the talisman.

      The Vicenz attempted to overpower Hevith, but he drew anything the Vicenz used back into the medallion. Hevith let that energy continue to flow into him, rising within the medallion. He couldn’t hold much more.

      He tried a different approach.

      He released the power, blasting it toward the Vicenz while trying to draw more power into the medallion. By pushing and pulling, he could continue to drain energy away.

      The Vicenz seemed to sense what he was doing, but was too late.

      Hevith exploded one more surge toward the Vicenz. It knocked him back.

      Hevith darted forward, but Coldan was there first. He sliced through the Vicenz, taking his head off.

      Hevith grabbed for the staff before the man was even down.

      And then he paused. His heart hammered. There was a silence all around him.

      It came from the emptiness of war, the kind of silence that left him filled with anguish. Men had died. Men he’d been leading, men who’d come with him, planning to fight, knowing the dangers, had died.

      They were willing to do this, but it still pained him to lose people he cared about, people who had been willing to come along with them, willing to face the violence of the Hith and the Vicenz.

      “Relax,” Coldan whispered.

      He might be his sword, but Coldan was something more. An advisor.

      Hevith would need that.

      “We lost so many,” he said, looking around at the Jahor who’d fallen.

      He didn’t need to even look at him to know how many were truly gone.

      They had lost more than half.

      And in the war coming, Hevith suspected they would continue to lose men.

      Did he have any choice, though?

      They needed to do this. It was the reason they had come.

      “We lost so many, but we also stopped something greater,” Coldan said.

      Hevith looked at the fallen Vicenz. “I don’t know if we can keep this up.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Coldan whispered.

      Hevith squeezed the staff.

      When he’d had a staff like this before, he’d known he could change the power within it into something different, but only as he used it. In this case, Hevith didn’t want to use it. Not yet. What he needed was to question the Vicenz.

      He steeled himself for what they would have to do next.

      The war wasn’t over. But he was determined to end it.
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      The city practically glittered in the distance. Buildings rose up, much taller than most that Hevith had seen. Even in his travels with his parents, Hevith hadn’t seen many buildings like this before, certainly nothing quite as massive as what stretched high in front of him now.

      He was tired. They had been riding hard for the last several weeks, long enough that he was ready to sit and relax, but they still had much to do. He looked around at the others with him. There were scarcely thirty of the Order remaining.

      Still, that thirty of the Order had been enough. When they had faced bands of Vicenz and Hith, increasing numbers of them, they had lost not nearly as many as they had the very first battle. Partly that was because Hevith had the staff, and partly that was because they had come to learn what it would take in order to defeat the Vicenz.

      The Order would cut down the Hith, while Hevith dealt with the Vicenz.

      That generally worked.

      It kept them alive. That was enough. For now, that was enough.

      Hevith frowned as he looked out the city. “We should have seen some resistance by now,” he said to Coldan.

      Coldan looked as weary as Hevith felt. They had rested along the way, but even when they rested, they never really, truly relaxed. There was always some worry, some fear that they might be sprung upon, despite the fact that Hevith had taken to using the Place of Knowing to scout whether they were under any danger. It was effective.

      “Just because you saw the Place of Knowing doesn’t mean they will be out there,” Coldan said softly.

      “They know we’re coming,” Hevith said.

      “Then maybe they will use the city against us,” Coldan said.

      Hevith breathed out. “I don’t know if we can fight our way through another city.”

      They’d gone through several villages and towns in the meantime, rooting out the Hith, destroying as many of the Vicenz as they could. They had all opposed Hevith openly.

      Occasionally, they tried to turn the villagers and the townspeople against them, but once it was revealed that Hevith and the others only wanted to slaughter the Hith, the townspeople left them alone.

      There had been more Jahor. There were always more Jahor.

      Some of them were in better shape than others, but all of them had suffered.

      It didn’t surprise him. What did surprise him was that there had been more of the Jahor willing to fight. Hevith joined several to the Order, connecting them to the elaron, leaving them behind to protect their towns. As he went, he created a network of Jahor.

      It was one they would have to return to when the war was over, but it was one that left Hevith finally believing they might be able to find an end of the war. By bringing so many of the Jahor out into the open, giving them an opportunity to lead, Hevith truly believed they could end this.

      As he looked over to Coldan, noticing how tired he was, he began to question: how much would he be able to withstand? Perhaps not enough.

      Hevith called upon the elaron, and he separated briefly, floating high above, testing to see if he could detect anything from the others that were out there, but he didn’t see anything. He probed, looking for the elaron, but he felt nothing.

      And then, he continued to push upward, moving higher and higher as he did, looking for anything that might help him know whether there was anything more to be concerned about. Out here, where they were, Hevith worried that getting close to the city would put them in danger from another onslaught.

      The only time they had truly faced a real battle was when they had approached Vor. At the time, Hevith hadn’t been able to figure out why they would have encountered such a challenge in that city and no other places, but the more he thought about it, the more certain Hevith was that it was because the Hith—and the Vicenz—tried to push their way north, bringing the battle ever farther forward.

      Now that he’d moved past that, Hevith had gotten ahead of the line of fighters. Which meant that they had generally been facing only Hith and Vicenz. He was thankful for that. He floated a little higher, looking over at the city, and then there was something beyond it.

      It caught his breath. As soon as he saw it, Hevith knew they were in trouble.

      He hurriedly floated back, returning to his corporeal form, and turned to Coldan.

      “There’s an army behind the city,” he said.

      Coldan frowned. “Are you sure about it?”

      “Quite.”

      “How many?”

      “Several thousand,” Hevith said.

      Coldan pressed his mouth together in a tight frown. He glanced over at the others with him. “We might be able to do it, if they’re all regular soldiers.”

      “Do we really want to fight that many?” It would be more than fighting, they both knew. Many would die.

      Coldan shook his head. “No.”

      “Then we have to remove the Hith in the Vicenz before they have an opportunity to get to us.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “Going into the city.”

      “We might not be able to get into the city, with as much difficulty as we’ve had so far.”

      He frowned. “The only other thing I can think of doing is using the elaron. There are Jahor to the north. Many of them.”

      “They won’t help us here,” Coldan said.

      Hevith considered it. “It’s possible they might. If I entered the Place of Knowing and reached high enough, I might be able to use that power, and then—”

      “How would you use that power here?”

      Hevith looked into the city. “There have to be Jahor there. That has to be the reason that they have so many people amassed here. If we can connect to the Jahor in the city, I might be able to engage them to rise up and fight.”

      “We tried that in Vor and it didn’t work.”

      He summoned power and separated into the Place of Knowing.

      There was an energy out there that came from the city.

      He didn’t focus on that. Not right now. There was no point in holding on to that energy until he was fully ready for it.

      Hevith looked to Coldan and the other soldiers of the Order, feeling their power, recognizing the energy that was within them. He needed to borrow it, but not yet. He continued to float higher and higher. He drifted so high the city became something little more than a glowing presence down below him.

      From here, he was aware of other places. Other sources of elaron. Hevith could use that. He called to the Jahor.

      He started with those most distant.

      Jahor in Laranth.

      They might resist him, as they had no interest in helping, and most had no interest in fighting, but there were some who remained who did. Hevith borrowed from them.

      As he did, he borrowed from those who didn’t even want to lend power to him. He wasn’t going to give them an option. He pulled on that energy, letting it fill him. Then he moved closer. There were pockets of Jahor all around. As they had moved north, winding their way across the landscape, bringing their violence, they had freed others.

      Hevith felt that power within him, and it filled him even more.

      Then he felt it from the Order. Hevith consider drawing upon their power, but decided against it. He was going to need them to have as much strength as possible. Calling upon their power was a sure way of diminishing them, and he refused to do that.

      Instead, he focused on the power he could feel within the city.

      He tried to remember which city this was, focusing on the map he had seen as a child, and realized with as far as they had traveled that this would have to be the city of Laranth. A big city. Large enough that he thought that there should be many Jahor here.

      Then he turned the elaron.

      He used the power in a way that helped him create a summons. It was the way that the inestar had showed. As Hevith used that power, summoning it toward him, he could feel the others out there.

      The summons exploded away from him, reverberating out and into the city.

      Hevith could feel the energy as it struck, echoing in the distance.

      There were dozens. Dozens upon dozens. More. A hundred. Maybe even more than that. All Jahor, and all within the city.

      Hevith pushed out with his summons.

      This time, he was determined to push more of a message within the summons, trying to let the Jahor know just what he wanted from them. And this time, Hevith wanted something from them. He needed them to know he had called to them. He needed them to know they were needed. He needed them to rise up, to recognize that they were going to have to fight.

      He forced elaron from him, into the Jahor within the city. He had no idea how many of them would have any control over it, but perhaps it didn’t matter.

      Lastly, he fortified the Jahor of the Order, connected them to elaron distantly, drawing as much as he could. They would be strengthened.

      Then he finally returned. When he did, he found Coldan watching him.

      “What did you do?”

      “I connected you to more than what you had before.”

      “I can feel it. It is… Incredible.”

      “Can you hold on to it?”

      He nodded. “I think so.”

      “Then we need to go.”

      He whistled, and the rest of the Order, so many fewer than what Hevith thought they would need for what was to come, all charged toward the city.

      As they neared the city, Hevith recognized something pushing against him.

      It was energy that came from the city itself.

      He was filled with elaron, borrowed power from those to the north of him, power he had connected to others with him. As he felt that energy and power, Hevith exploded away, and he slammed into that resistance.

      It shattered.

      Suddenly, they were no longer alone outside of the city.

      “Hith!” Coldan cried out.

      There were many.

      Hevith ignored them.

      That was not what he was here for. He was here for the Vicenz. For them to have hidden themselves, Hevith had little doubt it was tied not only to the ne’rash, but also to the elaron.

      There would have to be some among the Vicenz who would know how to mask themselves. Hevith charged forward, surrounded by several of the Order cutting through the Hith. He had to find the source of power trying to siphon off his energy. As soon as he felt it, he knew where he needed to go.

      He passed through the line of Hith before coming upon the Vicenz. He lost count after reaching twenty. All would have items made of fyrwood.

      He would have to figure out later how they learned of the making of it. The tu’alan had made it seem as if it were too difficult to do so, but obviously it wasn’t so difficult if the Vicenz were able to get a hold of this much power.

      Hevith turned to the first. He used the staff, borrowing power, calling it off of the Vicenz.

      The others tried to force more power into him, but Hevith unleashed the power he drew at the same time as he siphoned it. That trick had saved him. Not only could he attack, but he could also drain them of their ability to attack.

      The Vicenz were surrounding him, and he could feel the power all around, and the staff continued to call power, but Hevith attempted to unleash it at the same time. He mixed it, drawing as much of the elaron, but it was also the ne’rash, and strangely it seemed almost as if there was another power out there. As far as Hevith knew, there might be more powers. He hadn’t learned about any of the others, but if there were some way of summoning even more power, he would expect that the Vicenz would know.

      He closed his eyes, and created a barrier using borrowed power from them that circled around him, giving him even more strength to push back against them. As he did, he continued to call their power away from them, summoning it through the staff.

      He borrowed from them, stealing from what they had stolen, and he funneled it through the staff, releasing it as he went. The movement around him continued to press toward him, even more power that was flooding toward them.

      It was a considerable energy, but it was tied to something more.

      He unleashed a ring of power around him to keep them from getting too close. Then the staff started to crack.

      Hevith didn’t have much time.

      Not only did he draw through the staff, but he also used his own elaron.

      He added it to the barrier, summoning it from the others of the Order, borrowing from those in the north, from all of the Jahor, even from those he’d lent power to within the city.

      There came a rumbling. Could it be storming toward them?

      Hevith would have to act quickly.

      He swung the staff, slamming into one of the Vicenz, knocking him down.

      The others tried to surge toward him, but Hevith held the barrier of elaron.

      He smashed into one after another, striking them with the staff, and on a whim, he added his own connection to elaron to it, flooding it through the staff. He began to glow, warmth spreading though him, becoming something similar to the blade of elaron that he’d formed, and he sliced through them.

      When one of the Vicenz attempted to block using the sword of fyrwood, Hevith carved right through it. There was little resistance. He turned, cutting through another, then another, and finally he was done.

      There were no more Vicenz.

      He looked out into the night. The Hith were down as well.

      Coldan stood looking at him. Power flooded from him, filling him, and as he looked over toward Hevith, there was a question in his eyes.

      Hevith turned again, recognizing that there was something more taking place.

      They weren’t done.

      This couldn’t have been that easy—not that it was easy at all.

      Even though he could feel that power, he could also feel that there was something else here. Hevith looked for the source of power that was out there, searching to see if he might be able to find anything more.

      And as he did, he recognized he could feel something else near him. Another Vicenz. It had to be.

      And he had a damaged staff.

      He looked around, searching for items the other Vicenz might carry, anything that would give him additional ability to fight, but many of them were damaged. There were several staffs, a few bracelets, strange looking collars with wooden chains, and even a few medallions.

      Coldan approached. “What is it?”

      “I can feel another Vicenz coming toward us,” Hevith said. “From what I can tell, it is incredibly powerful.”

      “Then you will stop them.”

      Hevith surveyed the others of the Order, thankful most had survived. Would he be able to keep them alive even longer? He needed to face them in a place and in a way the Vicenz could not go.

      “I have to go to the Place of Knowing,” he said.

      Movement started to flow over the battlefield. Hevith couldn’t see it clearly, though he could feel it coming toward them. Soon there would be thousands of soldiers, all of them coming toward them, and all of them dangerous. Once they reached them, the Order would have to fight. Men would be slaughtered.

      That was not what Hevith wanted.

      They were here to free the Jahor, not destroy all the people of these lands.

      “Watch over me,” he said.

      Hevith took another deep breath, and he separated.

      Going into the Place of Knowing this time, Hevith made no attempt to try to float high above his body. Instead, he gathered all of the power that he could, drawing as much elaron as he could to him, and he floated forward, focusing on the Vicenz.

      He was not all that far from him.

      Hidden in the midst of the soldiers marching toward them was a Vicenz unlike any that he had ever detected. There was something about the power out there that he noticed, and the longer he focused on it, the more he started to recognize a familiarity. That was the elaron that had called him to the city. That was what he had felt drawing him. Not the Movras—at least, not one like Mel.

      He was Vicenz.

      And he had used his power to draw Hevith. Morad must have shared with him that he had the ability to use the elaron, which would have been more than enough reason for others like him to try to call to him. Hevith hadn’t even considered that possibility before, but it made a twisted sort of sense.

      Now he had to defeat him.

      Given what he had detected from him from a great distance, he would have incredible power. He would have been siphoning elaron, a significant amount of it, and possibly enough that it would overwhelm him. Hevith was going to have to find a way to be stronger, more potent, and he would have to find a way to overpower him.

      Hevith didn’t know if he could attack in this form. He had never tried to use the Place of Knowing to attack. If he could, then he wouldn’t have to travel in order for him to defeat the Vicenz.

      Power started to swirl around him, as if it were aware of him.

      Rather than fearing it as he had before, Hevith embraced it, knowing there would be very little that power would be able to do against him. He was filled with the elaron of the Jahor. He was the Jahor.

      He tightened himself into a beam.

      It was a strange thing to think of, stranger still that it seemed as if he really were able to focus himself into a tight band of energy, but he targeted the Vicenz.

      Energy pushed against him, though holding on to himself in the Place of Knowing, Hevith had no idea whether or not he detected ne’rash, elaron, or whether they used some other power.

      Hevith powered through the resistance and reached the Vicenz.

      Using everything within the Place of Knowing, he drew power to himself, taking everything this Vicenz possessed, and exploded outward. There was a moment where he could feel the resistance pushing back against him, but then it faded, passing, leaving him floating.

      He opened his eyes and realized that something had changed.

      “What happened?” he asked Coldan.

      “After you did whatever it was”—Coldan glanced over to him, a curious look in his eyes—“they stopped.”

      “The army just stopped?”

      “It just stopped,” Coldan said.

      Hevith frowned, staring into the distance, trying to gauge whether there was going to be more bloodshed in battle, but he didn’t think so.

      “Maybe it actually is over,” he whispered.

      “Maybe,” Coldan said. “What now?”

      “Now we go and see whether we can free this city.”
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      I focused on the Place of Knowing, and I separated.

      It was a strange sensation to do it intentionally now, noticing the way that this Place of Knowing turned me into something different. My body completely dissipated, becoming a part of the Place of Knowing, allowing me to move much more easily than I had before.

      I floated, and drifted up and through the doors, through the fortress, and I headed as quickly as I could through it to find Coldan.

      I used the connection I shared with the elaron and the ne’rash to guide me, but even as I did, I wondered if I was going to be strong enough. There was this power here, power that continued to press through me, power that seemed to try to resist.

      As I hurried through here, I could feel something different.

      Energy. It was different than the ne’rash and the elaron. It was the great power.

      I drifted toward that.

      It brought me up into the garden, a fortress that now was filled with ne’rash and elaron, vines of power blooming with color and life all around it. I found the Hith and the Jahor, mingled together, but they were battling something.

      Ger’thin.

      I focused on the ne’rash. That was what was going to allow me to regain my form, and as I pushed outward with the ne’rash, I came to land near Shae.

      She looked over to me.

      “Volatar?”

      “It’s me,” I said. “There was another great power trapped below. We entered it—”

      “We?”

      “Me. Coldan. Nevii. We all entered it, and it changed something about us.”

      Shae looked over to the fortress. “Should you have gone in there?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, but it’s too late now. Now that great power is a part of me, and I can feel it, which means we need to make sure we can push back against it.”

      “I will.” She pulled on the blade of elaron, and it surged out from her. “I don’t know if we will be able to for much longer,” she said.

      “We have to keep fighting.”

      There was power near us.

      For a moment, I didn’t know whether it was from the ger’thin or if it was Vicenz, but it seemed to press upon me, reminding me of the ger’thin.

      I took a deep breath, and I drifted toward them. It was the only way that I was able to move now that I had entered that strange room of haze. I pushed on the ne’rash, and then I surged with the elaron and the ne’rash, creating a blade of both.

      The ger’thin converged upon me.

      There were dozens.

      I focused on the powers.

      I wasn’t able to move the way I was accustomed to.

      I tried to twist, but my body didn’t react the way that it needed to. I tried to turn, to force the energy out from me, but even as I did, I wasn’t able to feel that power. There had to be some way for me to do it, but as I twisted in place, as I turned, trying to combat the ger’thin, I couldn’t.

      “You would dare release this?”

      The voice came from the middle of the ger’thin.

      It was a voice I recognized. It was a voice I had known in nightmares. It was a voice that had haunted me, taunting me. I tried to turn, and the only way I was able to do so was by releasing my hold over this form and twisting.

      It required I flash with the elaron and the ne’rash, recreating the blade, but I didn’t know if I was able to do so quickly enough.

      “Trilan,” I said.

      He glared at me, and I sensed the energy within him, energy he pushed out toward me. I was able to feel the way that he forced it from him, through to me.

      That power exploded around us.

      I resisted.

      Through my now merged connection to the elaron and the ne’rash, I could do something different. I could feel the way energy mingled, the way that energy built together, and how it surged through me.

      I had to find a way to overwhelm it.

      I wrapped the elaron and the ne’rash around me, trying to hold on to it.

      The ger’thin tried to push against it, but I resisted.

      I could feel the energy within them as they tried to manipulate the energy around us. I could feel how they had control over it, the way that their hold on power allowed them to do so.

      That power was within me, as well.

      I could fight it.

      I knew that I could, and as I did, I held on to that sense of energy, and I tried to face what they were doing to me.

      They had greater control over it.

      The Trilan had greater control over it.

      He stalked toward me.

      Somehow, he could move with this power, allow himself to flow with it in a way I couldn’t do. He had an understanding of it.

      There had been a part of me that had wondered whether the Trilan was Vicenz or ger’thin. I pushed against him. There was resistance, but in that resistance, I recognized that he was ger’thin in the way his form shifted and his power was stronger—much stronger—than any Vicenz I had ever faced.

      At least that much had been real.

      He twisted power at me. I strained against the great power the Trilan possessed.

      He had control over a considerable great power, one that bonded him in a way that allowed him to use energy more consistently and persistently than anything that I was able to do.

      I tried to push away, I strained, trying to mix the elaron and the ne’rash together, thinking if I could mix the two in a way that would allow me to resist…

      The Trilan stopped in front of me. There was something almost fluctuating about him, almost as if he was not fully substantial.

      “You should not have come here,” the Trilan said.

      “You should not have attacked me,” I said.

      I pulled upon the elaron and the ne’rash, mixing them together, creating the blade of elaron and ne’rash, and I tried to twist, carving toward the Trilan, but it missed.

      He smiled at me. “You don’t understand.”

      “I understand. You lead a war against man.”

      “I led a war when mankind decided to betray us,” he said. “And look at you. You have proven my point.”

      “And what point is that?”

      “That mankind cannot be trusted.”

      I glared at him, trying to call on the power within me, to see if there would be a way for me to shift the energy that I was able to hold on to, to see if I could somehow turn it, to attack. As I attempted to, I found I couldn’t move.

      There had to be some way that I could.

      The ne’rash.

      Wasn’t that what had allowed me to control that before?

      No. It wasn’t just the ne’rash, but the elaron as well.

      By mixing the two powers, I could alter them. When I did, I had to believe that there would be a way for me to overpower just what the Trilan attempted. I pulled those powers through me, letting them flow, surging up through me.

      I pressed outward.

      I had only encountered the Trilan in dreams, in the Place of Knowing, and…

      The Place of Knowing.

      That was it.

      I shifted.

      It was a strange sensation to do, and stranger still that I could feel the energy as it started to flow through me, the way I separated, but I didn’t separate completely. I became insubstantial, but not completely insubstantial. I turned a little bit, just enough that I could feel that power as it worked through me, the energy that drifted outward. I could borrow from it, using it as I drew it up and through me, and I attempted to turn that power in a way that would allow me to overcome what he would do.

      The Trilan watched me.

      “You fear this,” I said to him.

      I called to the elaron in the ne’rash, not to solidify my place, but to use whatever I could to draw up that power, to let it flow away from me, and to be ready to brace for anything the Trilan might try.

      He drifted, losing his form. As he did, he became insubstantial, and that power started to press out from him. It formed a haze. The other ger’thin did the same thing.

      That was what I had detected. That haze was the energy. That haze was separate, distinct, and that was their power. That was how they connected to the great power.

      But it wasn’t how it worked for me.

      Their great power had mingled through me, turning me, twisting me, and had changed me by turning me into something other than only a man. Now I had connected to one more of the great powers.

      I could use that.

      But I didn’t have to.

      It wasn’t the changes that were made to me so much as it was the changes that were made on my behalf.

      “You still don’t understand, do you?” the Trilan asked, as the other ger’thin all started to swirl around him.

      “Understand what?”

      “How you have come to know us.”

      I looked past him, and with all of those ger’thin continuing to form the strange haze, I could feel its energy, and I could feel as if there was something I needed to try to push past. I wanted to confine it, to trap it, to keep them from using that power against me, but I didn’t know if I’d be able to do so. I could feel the way they were using that energy, and it was starting to press in upon me. The longer they did, the more insubstantial I felt myself becoming. It required I hold on to the ne’rash and the elaron, only so I could stay in the Place of Knowing.

      The ger’thin were powerful—too powerful.

      “You recognize this place,” the Trilan said.

      “I recognize this place because I was here. Captured.”

      He laughed, though it was a bitter and angry sound. “You were never captured. Not like we have been captured.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean that you were captured?”

      “You think you were held here?”

      I had a moment of uncertainty.

      I had been captured here, but what else had I known?

      The Hith. The Jahor. The elaron. The ne’rash.

      All of that was here.

      And that haze.

      I thought that I suddenly understood.

      “This was a prison for you,” I said.

      It would make a certain sort of sense. We had never experienced the Trilan, and had never faced anything like that before my time in the prison.

      Could I have been the one responsible for releasing him?

      He watched me. “We had struggled against them for so long, and it wasn’t until you were here, Volatar,” he sneered at me, “that we were finally released. Only… not all of us were so lucky.”

      “Who held you here?”

      “The others thought they could contain us. They thought they could hold us.”

      “Which others?”

      Could it be the Vicenz?

      I had believed the Vicenz had rebelled against the ger’thin, but what if that wasn’t quite right?

      “Our servants have struggled for a long time to free us,” the Trilan said. “Thankfully, one such as yourself came along. They thought the key was using power for themselves, but unfortunately, they are not capable of such power.” He solidified for a moment, taking physical form that looked like a dark haired mixture of ger’thin and human, but then dissipated back into that haze. “But you are.”

      I was distantly aware of the Jahor and the Hith down below. More than that, I was distantly aware of the energy surrounding everything.

      “You were held captive here.”

      “The others thought they could hold us. They thought to prove a point to us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they disagreed. They thought mankind should be left alone. Alone. After you had rebelled, leaving your masters.”

      Memories from the temple within Coynahl flashed in my mind. They were there, distant and faded, but all of a sudden, they were different than what I remembered. It was almost as if I had another set of memories there, and it took me a moment to realize why that should be. I had the memories from within the elaron temple, the one from Laranth. The addition of this great power had merge my energies together, and in doing so, it had changed things so that I could feel those memories together, and I could detect the way that they mingled, twisting and turning together and changing things for me.

      Masters.

      I could see a time before this land. I could see it in my mind, and could see just what our people had gone through. We had been ruled by the ger’thin.

      No. That wasn’t the fate of our people.

      We had been ruled by the tu’alan. By the is’anish. There were others who had been ruled by the dwul’ran. And finally, others that were ruled by the cera’an.

      Those memories were there.

      Some had wanted a different life.

      We had left. Migrating. Finding a new continent. A new place.

      Freedom.

      I looked up to the Trilan. “You chased them.”

      “Chased them. They settled here, and like the ants that you are, you quickly established these buildings,” he said, glancing down at the fortress. “Destroying everything. We only wanted to cleanse this land, but the others decided against it. They claimed we were not to interfere in the activities of mankind.”

      “They held you.”

      That was the key to the council.

      That was the reason they had refused to speak of it.

      They had trapped and captured the ger’thin. And they had somehow escaped.

      The Vicenz, but not entirely.

      Some of the ger’thin had always been free.

      They had permitted the others to join with a different tribe because they had the ability to take on different forms, only they didn’t all assimilate.

      And because of that, they had created this.

      The Trilan watched me, and it seemed as if amusement filled him. He waited for my slow mind to process it.

      “You understand it now, don’t you, Volatar? You’ve been serving us your entire life.”

      “No.”

      “Oh, yes. Destroy the Hith. Of course, the Hith have wanted to destroy the Jahor. Once mankind exterminates itself, then we have accomplished our goal. Only we were still trapped. Our servants failed to release us, but you did not.”

      “No.”

      “They held us here, trapped us within a place of mankind. That was the worst part of the punishment. Only they did not account for the fact that our servants would still serve.”

      How had the tu’alan and the is’anish and the dwul’ran not seen it?

      But then, our lives were so short compared to theirs, and it was possible that they just had not been able to see it.

      “So you see, Volatar, you are responsible for all of this. You are to blame.”
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      I stayed in the Place of Knowing, trying to hold on to my power, trying to keep myself in this place, and trying to avoid losing control over it, not wanting to get dispersed outward. The ger’thin were pushing against me, using the great power to try to unsettle me. As I focused on the power within me, I could feel the way they were straining, trying to push against me, and nearly succeeding. If I was not careful, they were going to succeed. I had to hold on to myself, hold on to the energy that kept me together, and only when I did would I be able to prevent them from separating me from the Place of Knowing.

      The haze.

      That wasn’t ger’thin, though.

      “You had already escaped,” I said.

      “Oh, yes. We had escaped long time ago, and all we need now is to remove the rest. Once the Volatar, and those who have failed to get in line, are removed, and the rest… They will become servants.”

      The haze was not the ger’thin.

      That stayed with me.

      The haze had changed me, it had changed Coldan, and it had changed Nevii.

      The haze was that other power.

      The Trilan must have known I had entered there, and he must’ve come because of that, but that didn’t change anything other than how we were still filled with that power.

      “They can trap you again.”

      “They will not succeed. You see, our servants have served well. They did uncover one key piece of information that we did not have before.”

      “Vrendans,” I said softly.

      The Trilan grinned at me. In his strange and almost insubstantial form, it looked like a mixture of a sneer and a smile, a combination of emotions that left me wanting to knock him back, to see if I might be able to throw him back into some cell.

      “The vrendans. Items of power. The others thought they could conceal that from us, but we have learned of their existence, and not only that, but we have mastered them.”

      I could feel the elaron and the ne’rash around me, and realized that he was drawing upon power. But I understood vrendans as well.

      It was a matter of overpowering them.

      The items over here must be significantly powerful, especially if the Trilan and the others were able to use them, but I thought that with all of the power that was here, power that had been held and stored and now released, that there might be something more I could do.

      I didn’t have to allow him to hold on to that energy.

      He continued to draw the elaron and the ne’rash.

      But it was no different than me trying to call upon his great power. I had access to it, and I might be able to use it, but I didn’t have the mastery over it.

      He was not Jahor. He was not Hith.

      I was.

      And I was the Volatar.

      “You made a mistake,” I said to the Trilan.

      “What mistake is that?”

      “You challenged me.”

      He sneered at me. “You are nothing but an insect.”

      “I am the Volatar.”

      I had Morad—one of the Vicenz—to thank for giving me that title, and it seemed especially fitting now, as I was bringing the fight to the Trilan. I would use that title, and I would use what it meant.

      It meant power. It meant the Trilan feared me.

      As well he should.

      I continued summoning that power, letting it flow out. As it did, I could feel the energy there, the way it drifted outward. I was determined to use it as much as I could. I focused, calling upon that power and energy, letting it explode through me, from the Jahor, from the Hith, and toward what I detected of the vrendan.

      It was a massive item, but it was one that needed to be destroyed.

      I couldn’t tell exactly where it was, only that they were calling upon that power. I pushed, sending the elaron and the ne’rash out from me, but realized that it was already doing what I needed.

      The elaron and the ne’rash seemed to know.

      There were times when I used those powers, times when I believed that there was some higher being guiding them. Now was one such time.

      The energies drifted from me, crawling through the bones of the fortress.

      It was as if they recognized that this was the challenge.

      The fortress was the vrendan.

      I wondered if it had always been that way, or if the Trilan and the Vicenz had changed over time.

      Perhaps it was neither.

      This was a prison.

      That was a mistake.

      I called upon that power, letting it flow to me, and used the energy trapped here, energy I had felt deep beneath the prison itself, and I poured it out from me. And it flowed, spreading out into the fortress, the vines of ne’rash taking a life of their own, but the elaron was wrapped around it.

      That energy continued to build, growing with intensity, and as it did, I noticed that the Trilan tried to pull upon it.

      “Can you feel it?” I asked him.

      “What are you doing?”

      He became more agitated, and he tried to call upon the elaron in the ne’rash, but I resisted. I might not be able to move, trapped in the Place of Knowing by the Trilan, held here because I was using his great power, but he could no longer use my great power.

      “You don’t see it? This… this is something else.”

      I could feel the energy mixing.

      The elaron and the ne’rash.

      They were powers that had been in the world, powers that were found in several of the different tribes, powers that had come from the is’anish and the tu’alan, but never mingled like this.

      Only I could mingle them.

      They grew together, merging because of my influence.

      With a loud crack, I felt the shuddering of the fortress.

      There was a part of me that was thrilled with the prospect of destroying the fortress. This was a place of pain and suffering for me and my kind. Not only the Jahor, but also the Hith. We had all suffered here, and if we were able to destroy this, to bring down this place so that it could cause no others to suffer the same way, then it needed to happen.

      I pushed again, sending another wave of elaron and ne’rash, but I did something different this time. I had this other great power, and I mixed it in, twisting it, and it changed something about those powers, merging them together.

      There came a surge of energy through me, a reverberation that called to me, and it gifted me with a different kind of power. That power had already melded within me.

      I reached for it, and as the fortress shuddered again, shaking, the energy within it cracking, the power within the vrendan releasing, I lifted it.

      Then I turned it to the Trilan.

      He wasn’t ready.

      None of the ger’thin were ready.

      I wrapped them in this power.

      They were trapped. They struggled against the power I held, their shadowy forms fighting against me—and failing. They battered at the power, and I held as tightly as I could, squeezing in upon them, determined to hold them.

      It was time the ger’thin no longer threatened these lands.

      Taking a deep breath, I called upon the ne’rash, the elaron, the two powers that had mingled within me into something different. As I did, I lowered to the ground, once again out of the Place of Knowing.

      I still held on to the ger’thin.

      I looked around us.

      I had missed a battle.

      The inside of the fortress walls were filled with soldiers. Not all of them were Jahor. Many were Vicenz. I could see it from the vrendan they carried.

      Borrowing from the energy that was here, I sent a surge of power out from me, into each of their vrendans, and they shattered. They were nothing like the power that had been stored within this place. The Hith and the Jahor surged together, and the fight was over almost before it had begun.

      I stood there, power filling me, holding within me, and yet, I didn’t dare release it.

      I could feel the ger’thin straining against it, but I twisted, using my control over this other great power, adding to that of the elaron and the ne’rash, trapping them together. I squeezed, forcing the ger’thin closer and closer, changing their size. They squeezed down, compressed by the energy I possessed, pressed into a tighter power until they could no longer fight.

      Even changing their form didn’t matter. That was the nature of their control over the great power. The ger’thin struggled against me, and there was one part of the ger’thin, one piece of power within there that I felt most strongly.

      The Trilan was there.

      He strained against me.

      That was the one I forced another surge of power through, twisting that person apart. I pried him away from the rest of the ger’thin, and walled him off. As the Trilan struggled, I used what power I had remaining.

      After everything he had done and been responsible for, he should suffer.

      Only, I didn’t want to cause more suffering.

      I had caused enough already.

      I didn’t think I could destroy him, though.

      His power was such that it would be nearly impossible for me to do that.

      There was something I could do.

      I could use the ger’thin tendency and his connection to the great power.

      I could change him.

      When I did, I solidified him, forming him into a massive boulder. It happened slowly, though the more he struggled, the stronger and more solid that boulder became until there was nothing other than a dark brown stone with a faint trembling of energy at its core.

      The Trilan was gone.

      In his place was this rock.

      I lowered it to the ground. Finally I released that power.

      I breathed in. The air had a floral fragrance to it, but it also carried with it a mix of earth and destruction and the stench of blood. There was no denying the fight that had occurred here. There would be no denying the violence that had occurred here.

      I found Coldan. He emerged from the remains of the fortress, covering his head, bleeding from his nose, but Nevii was there, guiding him, pushing him forward with a hint of ne’rash.

      “How did you get out here?” he asked me.

      “I used the Place of Knowing,” I said.

      “And you couldn’t have told me to do the same thing?”

      “What would have been the fun in that?”

      “Fun?” He looked around. “Where is there fun in any of this?”

      “It’s over,” I said.

      “What is?”

      I motioned to the boulder. It was smooth, almost like an egg, and spotted with color. “The Trilan. The ger’thin. The Vicenz, even.”

      “How?”

      “I learned what happened here.”

      “What happened here?”

      “I did it.”

      Nevii glanced over to me. “What?”

      I looked around the fortress. The walls were already starting to crumble, and as I watched, the ne’rash and the elaron continued to grow, spreading out, twisting and twining as they reached for those walls, and within a few moments, they toppled them. Behind me, the remains of the fortress were getting swallowed up by the combined powers of the elaron and the ne’rash, mixing together in a way that was something new.

      “All of this,” I said, marveling at the jungle that formed in the middle of what had once been a different kind of forest. The life that was already starting to spring up, drawn by the power that had been here, was different. Now the forest had filled in, vines and shrubs and flowers all growing close together, a vibrant energy that had not been here before. “When we were captured, the Vicenz were trying to find a way to free the ger’thin. They had been held captive by the council. And then…”

      Coldan frowned at me. “Then what?”

      “And then I came along.”

      “You freed them?”

      “I don’t even know if I did it intentionally. It was in our escape. We did something. Perhaps I did something. My presence, if nothing else, did something.”

      “Then it wasn’t you,” Nevii said.

      I took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Perhaps not. Perhaps what happened here was what needed to happen.”

      “Why would this have needed to happen?”

      “Because Vicenz were still active,” I said. “We were a tool. The Hith were a tool. The Vicenz wanted to pit us against each other, to use us to exterminate each other, as that was the ger’thin goal.”

      “I don’t understand,” Nevii said.

      “I think if we go back to Coynahl, or even to Laranth, the memories of those temples will reveal the truth to us. They flashed in my mind briefly, and I don’t know how much to trust them, only that what I have detected is something different.”

      And it was different enough that I couldn’t help but wonder whether or not I might be able to find out more truth.

      “What now?” Coldan asked, looking around. “What happened to the Trilan?”

      I nodded to the boulder resting next to me. It was almost as tall as I was, and seemed incredibly solid. If I didn’t know better, it would look as if it belonged there. “They are trapped. Once again, at least.”

      “How did you trap them?”

      “I used their power against them,” I said. “I don’t know if it will hold, so ultimately, we’re going to have to get the others involved, but for now…”

      I touched my hand to the stone, and I could feel the energy within it, a tingling sensation that continued to wash through me. I wondered if anyone else were to do the same, whether or not there would be a similar pressure. Would anybody else be able to release the ger’thin again? Maybe it was only a matter of what I was able to do.

      I had changed things. I didn’t know if my change was for good or not.

      I had touched the ne’rash, adding a different contour for the is’anish. I had done the same with my people and the Hith. I suspected at some point the tu’alan and the dwul’ran might need a similar assistance, unless they were already bonded to more of the great powers.

      “What now?”

      I looked around the fortress. What had once been the fortress. Now there was a spreading jungle. The power of the ne’rash and the elaron filled it, giving me an overwhelming sense of power that was here, a power that flowed over everything, consuming it.

      “Now I think we can rest. We find a way to stop the war, if the Hith would be willing.”

      Nevii nodded. “I will do what I can.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “I would like to travel with you from here,” she said.

      Coldan glanced from me to Nevii, a hint of a smirk starting on his face. “I will leave you, Volatar.”

      When he headed off, he joined Shae and Erich, and several others of the Order. They were looking around, marveling at the change that had occurred within this fortress grounds.

      “I didn’t realize that your man calls you the Volatar.”

      “I think he did it to point something out to me,” I said.

      “And what is that?”

      “There was a time when I’d questioned my role and strength and ability. I don’t any longer.”

      “I didn’t realize the Volatar would question himself.”

      “For a while, I wasn’t really the Volatar. I didn’t have the same strength with the elaron as I had before, as the connection to the ne’rash was pulling upon me, making it difficult for me to do anything else.”

      “So you became something different.”

      “I thought so, but when I was here, battling with the Trilan, I realized that wasn’t the case.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I am the Volatar.” I looked over to her. “It was a name given to me by the Vicenz, which means that it was given to me by the Trilan. It seems fitting, especially as I embraced it as a way of knowing I would work together with my people.”

      “Just your people?”

      “I already said that I now view the Hith as my people.”

      “What will you do, then?”

      “I think it’s time for us to rebuild. For all of us to rebuild. I think it’s time for us to know peace.”

      She watched me. “Do you think that we can?”

      “It will be difficult. We will have to find a way of trusting each other. I don’t know if we can.”

      “It will start with us,” she said.

      She took my hands, and she watched me, but then she stretched out with the ne’rash, probing outward with it, and it flowed into me.

      I felt something from her that I had not felt in a very long time. I felt a connection. A power. I felt something more than one of the great powers.

      Or perhaps it was one of the great powers.

      We stood there, the energy swirling around us, isolating us, separating us, until we were alone.
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      Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm him.

      Hevith stood in the courtyard, probing out with elaron to reach for other Jahor. What he needed was rest, and then he could search for the other Jahor.

      “The city is so…”

      “It’s unfortunate,” Hevith said, looking over to Coldan, before sweeping his gaze back around.

      Much of the city had been toppled. Not because of Hevith and the soldiers of the Order—it had been done before. He thought of what Valtek had told him, places where the Jahor had once had amazing cities, places where there had been incredible power. He could imagine this had once been one of them. As he continued to look around him, he felt as if he needed to understand what the city had been and what it might be someday.

      “We have to help them rebuild,” Hevith said.

      “We do?” Coldan asked.

      “Once the war is over,” Hevith said. “And for the first time, I begin to think we have a chance at really ending it.”

      The army hadn’t moved. After Hevith had destroyed the Vicenz, they had seemed neutralized, as if whoever was leading them had some sort of influence over them.

      “We can use the army, the people here, and the Order, to continue bringing the battle south,” he said. “We will free the Jahor from the Vicenz and the Hith.”

      “I think you are right,” Coldan said.

      Hevith looked over, smiling tightly. At what cost? He didn’t know, and these days all he could think about was that there would likely be a cost. “It’s not going to be easy.”

      “Not until we have peace.”

      “I don’t even remember what that might be like,” Hevith said.

      They made their way through the streets, and Hevith searched, focusing on those who had elaron within them. There had to be other Jahor here he could reach, other Jahor he might be able to help.

      One particular band of elaron seemed brighter than the rest. That was who he had to find. Whether or not they knew it, they were Jahor—and possibly powerful. Hevith stopped in front of a tavern. Buildings on either side were destroyed, but for some reason, the tavern remained intact.

      “I didn’t take you as much of a drinker.”

      Hevith shook his head. “It’s not the drink I’m after. I feel something in here.”

      “Whatever it is, I hope it will help us.”

      Hevith nodded slowly. “I hope so, too.”

      He pushed open the door, and found the tavern was nearly empty, and as he swept his gaze around, he saw an older man sitting alone at a table. A mug of ale rested in front of him, and he looked over when Hevith and Coldan strode in.

      There were no Hith within the tavern, though Hevith didn’t really expect to encounter any. So far, they had found no Hith within the city as they’d swept through here. It seemed as if they had all been used to try to defend it from Hevith. As if they had given one last stand before attempting to maintain the city.

      “Him?” Coldan whispered.

      Hevith nodded. “Him.”

      He took a seat across from the man, and frowned. There was something almost familiar about him, though he had no idea why or what that should be.

      Only that he felt considerable elaron here.

      “I’m Hevith Alastar,” Hevith said, sticking his hand out.

      The man regarded him for a long moment. Finally, he took a long drink of his ale. “Is that right?” The man took another drink of his ale before setting his mug down. He seemed almost irritated that Hevith was here.

      Hevith leaned back, looking around the tavern. Regardless of what the man said, he could feel the elaron within him. It was considerable. Enough that he thought he could work with him. Enough he thought that he might have somebody who would be able to help.

      “What do you know of the Hith?”

      The man glowered. “Nothing that is any different than anyone else, I suppose.”

      “What if I told you that I had a way of helping you fight the Hith.”

      The man turned toward him, resting his hands together, watching Hevith. “What would that be?”

      Hevith focused on the elaron within the man, and he created a brief band of light in his hands before releasing it. The man stared at it, and there was a flicker within his eyes, something that suggested that he understood.

      “It’s called elaron, and I think you could learn.”

      The man frowned again. He took his drink, leaning back, and took a long sip. “It might be that I’d be interested,” he said.

      Hevith smiled. “I could help.”

      It was time for Hevith to move beyond the fighting. Time for him to find something else. There might not be a Movras in the city, but that didn’t mean there couldn’t be someone who could teach.

      Now it would be him.
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      I didn’t move. Sitting where I was, I could feel the elaron and the ne’rash coming toward me, but there was pressure from another great power that drifted with it. I remained seated on the rock, my arms resting on my knees, breathing in the smells of the jungle around us. It had changed dramatically over the last week, much faster than I would even have expected. The others had departed, heading out of the jungle before it became too dense to navigate. Perhaps the density of the jungle, the thickness of the growth, made it so that this place would be protected.

      Nevii watched me. “I feel something,” she said.

      I nodded. “I think they are coming.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I have detected them for the last hour or so.”

      It was easier now.

      I still struggled to understand the change within me from absorbing the additional great power, but as I stayed in this place, floating above the rock, it was easy enough to separate into the Place of Knowing, using that in order for me to find answers. And I had to think that answers were out there.

      “I can feel them, though not with the same confidence as you,” she said, looking over to me.

      “In time you will.”

      Her control over the elaron had begun to grow. In the past week, she had started to master using it intentionally.

      I had not been around Coldan enough to know whether the same thing would happen to him, though I suspected it would. I suspected it would with all of the others. I had mingled those powers together, merging them, giving everybody who had worked with us an opportunity to try to understand the two powers. It was the only way that our peoples would finally have peace. If we all had access to both the elaron and the ne’rash, then there would be no need to fight over how different we were.

      It was simplistic—I knew it was—but it was a start. That was all we needed.

      Finally, the first of the tribes arrived.

      Tu’alan.

      Erianna stepped through the trees, and she looked over to me before glancing in the direction of Nevii. “What is this?”

      “I thought we would wait until the rest of the Council arrives.”

      “You are not on the Council.”

      I shook my head. “I am not,” I agreed. “But I have seen what the Council is responsible for.”

      She watched me, and I could feel her sudden use of elaron.

      It was enormous and powerful, but it was mixed with something else.

      I wasn’t entirely surprised it was mixed with the other great power—the same one the ger’thin possessed. I hadn’t known, but I had suspected.

      As she pushed it toward me, I resisted, solidifying power away from me as I twisted it, mingling a hint of the ne’rash through it to dissipate it.

      Her eyes widened. “What have you done?”

      “I have done nothing,” I said. “Other than resolve the conflict you started.”

      There came a rustling through the trees and Reldar emerged. He glanced over to Erianna before turning to me. “I was hoping it was you,” he said softly.

      “Were you?”

      “Having felt the change, I thought that perhaps you had begun your mastery.”

      “What change did you feel?” Erianna asked him.

      He glanced in her direction. “I was aware of his reconnection to the elaron, and because of that, I was aware of how that power began to flow through him, but it was more than that.”

      “Were you aware of this other great power?” I asked.

      “It has always been here,” Reldar said.

      “Why would you have left them here?”

      “We could not have separated them from it,” he answered.

      The trees started to part, and Nevii nodded, but I didn’t need for her to do so. My connection to the ne’rash had told me that the is’anish Elder had approached. He stopped on the other side of the small clearing, and he looked from me to the others.

      “How is it that this Council was called?”

      “It seems as if the Volatar has summoned us.”

      “The Volatar has summoned you,” I said. “After having uncovered the truth, I think it’s time we talk.”

      “What truth?” Erianna asked.

      “The truth of the connection between your tribes and mankind.” I drifted down from the stone, using my growing control over this other great power to do so.

      Reldar smiled as I did. He watched me, a hint of interest and entertainment in his eyes. I didn’t see the same in Erianna’s, nor did I see it in the is’anish Elder’s.

      “You knew the Trilan was ger’thin. You knew they had escaped.” I looked at Erianna as I said it. “You didn’t want to get involved in the wars of man, but you were willing to assist me as soon as you realized the Trilan’s involvement.”

      “We did not assist you at all,” she said.

      “One of you did.”

      I studied the others, looking for any sign of recognition from them, but I found none. Perhaps they hadn’t helped. What was even more surprising was that I no longer knew the things I thought I had.

      Years had been spent, decades, a long time for me and my kind, but a short time for the tribes, all trying to understand a war that made no sense to me. All because of what this Council had done.

      I looked over to Nevii. She watched me, and yet, I didn’t sense any anger from her.

      There had been none recently. Nothing other than a desire to understand.

      More than anything, I had detected that desire through the ne’rash, through her. That desire told me that she wanted to know whether there was anything the two of us would be able to do to unify our people.

      I had to believe that there would be. We had seen that there could be.

      “Our kind need to work together,” I said.

      Erianna watched me, frowning. “You don’t know what you speak of.”

      I tipped my head, looking around at the others. “I think I do. The ne’rash has a long memory. The elaron does as well. I have restored the temples. I have regained the memories.” I held each one’s eyes. “We once lived side-by-side, though at the time I believe you ruled over us. That is not going to be the case here.”

      Erianna pressed her lips together in a tight frown. “Some of us moved here because of that,” she said softly. “As I said, you don’t understand.”

      “Then help me understand.”

      She glanced to the others of the tribes. Finally, she raised her hands.

      I tensed, uncertain what she might do, but then a flicker of elaron surged, and surprisingly, the is’anish Elder added to it, mixing ne’rash. The dwul’ran added to it, as well. A mixture of powers created a story in front of me, one that took life as I watched.

      I saw tribes working and living with humans. I had no idea if the humans were their slaves, but then I saw fighting. Men destroying the other tribes. Chasing the tribes away. They moved off of the continent. They ran, wanting to escape the war, wanting to escape the fighting. And then I saw the people chasing them.

      Memories blurred with what I had learned from the temple.

      “So you see, Volatar, you don’t understand.”

      “We can learn,” I said. I glanced over to Nevii. “Sometimes it takes us a while, but we can learn.”

      “We have tried.”

      “You’ve tried?” I frowned, looking around, and then looked back to the images that were flashing before me. Understanding came to me then.

      They had tried.

      The temples.

      Those had been created by the tribes. They had been their way of trying to help our kind regain their memories, to remember what had happened in the past, to avoid it happening again.

      She started to turn.

      “Wait,” I said.

      She paused, turning back to me.

      “I will work with the others. Give us a chance to prove we can be something more.”

      “Do not summon us again,” she said.

      She disappeared, heading through the jungle, leaving us.

      The is’anish Elder frowned at me, pushing out with ne’rash, probing me, and then Nevii. As he did, something about his face seem to shift, but then he too departed. It left me with Reldar.

      “I think she recognizes you have changed,” he said.

      “We aren’t like your kind,” I said.

      “I understand, but she will need time. She was the first to head to these lands, wanting to avoid fighting and bloodshed. She had seen enough in her days.”

      “I am sorry,” I said. It was the only thing I could think of saying. The only thing that seemed fitting.

      “You need not apologize to me,” he said.

      “I feel as if I have to apologize to someone.”

      Reldar watched me for a few moments, before he looked out and around the jungle. “We sometimes forget how different we are, but at the same time, it’s easy to overlook how similar we are as well. Our kinds share many unique features, from our connection to the great powers, to our desire to connect to each other and the land. But you and I are still different. Unfortunately.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “I don’t know that you can ever really understand. But that is what makes it interesting. Your kind has created great change in the world. Some see that as something we must stop,” he said, looking to the rock, before turning and staring out at the forest. “Others see it is something we should run from.” Reldar shrugged. “I see it differently. I see it as an opportunity. Were it not for you and your willingness to change the world because of your short lifespans, things would be… boring.”

      Reldar glanced to Nevii, nodding to her, before turning his attention back to me. “I for one will enjoy watching the changes the Volatar might bring to the world.” He started toward the edge of the jungle, when he paused and turned. “Do you know what Volatar means in my language?”

      I shook my head, frowning. “I didn’t realize it was from your language.”

      “Oh, yes. Many words you use are from my language. Though that is not surprising as we share a common heritage.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Reldar cocked his head to the side, and a hint of a smile twisted his lips. “I think that is something you should find for yourself. It is most interesting.”

      With that, he left.

      I stood, staring at the jungle for a few long moments, feeling the energy around me, along with a sense of loss at the others having left. Finally Nevii joined me, slipping her hand into mine.

      It was sudden and unexpected, but perhaps what I needed, as well.

      “What now, Volatar?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. The tribes had not even said anything about the Trilan or the jungle. Perhaps to them it didn’t matter. Perhaps to them trapping the Trilan made no difference, especially as he had created such danger for us. Or perhaps they would return later, freeing him. I no longer knew.

      What was more, I no longer even knew what my purpose needed to be.

      For so long, I had lived thinking that I needed to save my people. The Jahor. The war. Understanding the elaron.

      Now…

      Now all of that was over.

      Strangely, I thought I knew what my purpose could be.

      I turned to Nevii. “Now I think the real work begins.”

      “You won’t be doing it alone,” she said.

      “I don’t think I ever did.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for joining me on this journey. Hevith started off as a very different character when I began writing this saga, and evolved into something more than I had anticipated. I hope you’ve enjoyed the series as much as I enjoyed writing it!
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        * * *

      

      Looking for more epic fantasy? The Chain Breaker series begins with The Risen Shard!
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      An assassin with no rival meets a magic he cannot defeat. The Chain Breaker Series begins.

      Trained to kill from a young age, Gavin Lorren finally escaped that life. No more killing innocents. No more working alone. The jobs are still dangerous, but at least he can choose.

      Now an old friend has invited him to the city of Yoran where the work is plentiful. The Roasted Dragon tavern is rough but cozy. The regulars are seedy but welcoming. The owner Jessica is fond of him. It's almost too good to be true.

      His good fortune is fleeting. Gavin finds himself facing a new enemy, fast and deadly El'aras warriors—an ancient race with innate magical talent. By the time he learns sorcery is involved, he's in too deep. To succeed, he’ll have to uncover parts of his past that he'd hoped to forget.

      It will take an assassin without equal to survive.

      It will take the Chain Breaker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Place of Knowing. 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.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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