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1
VOLATAR
THE CITY HAD a somber feel hanging over it, like so many others we’d passed through over the last few months. Few of the people we passed looked up at us, and if they did, they hurriedly looked away. Fear filled their eyes. No travelers came through here like in other places.
“We could have kept going west,” Coldan said as he swept his gaze around the street. His old soldier’s eyes took in everything, monitoring for threats I wouldn’t see. “Nothing happening in the west.”
“We go west. We still haven’t done what we need to do.”
“Yes? And what is that?” We turned a corner and were met by a throng of people crowding along the street. Most stepped away from Coldan. Given his size, there was a menace to him there wasn’t from me. “We’ve been heading this direction for the better part of a few months, ever since you—” He looked over at me as he cut off, stepping slightly off to the side.
“Ever since I what?”
“You know damn well what.”
He watched me, as if uncertain how I might respond.
Instead of reacting, I let out a heavy sigh and scratched at the hint of a beard that was growing. There was no point in arguing with him over this, not when he was right. He watched me, saying nothing.
“We need to keep moving,” I said.
“Where do you think we can go?” He pointed to the growing crowd at the center of the city.
“Not here,” I muttered. “We aren’t going to reach them staying here.”
“I’m starting to question whether you really want to find them.”
Coldan pressed his lips into a tight frown, and it looked as if he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t. Instead, he pushed through the people in front of us so I didn’t have to do so. With Coldan, people generally moved out of the way willingly. If it wasn’t his size, it was the long sword strapped to his side. He was intimidating in a way I simply was not.
As we neared the center of the crowd, Coldan slowed.
“Damn,” he whispered.
“What is it?” I stood on my toes to get a better view, but it was difficult to see much of anything. Coldan was a hand taller than me, so he was able to see above the line of people in front of us.
“We should head back the other way. Crowd gets too wild here.”
I cocked an eye as I watched him. Turning away from crowds wasn’t typical for him.
I pushed forward but he grabbed my arm, trying to hold me back. “Listen. You aren’t going to like what you see up there. There won’t be anything you can do!” He shouted the last as I pulled away from him, pushing my way through the crowd.
Though I might not have Coldan’s size, it wasn’t that I was small. Besides, I had other ways of forcing my way through a crowd. Not that I wanted to use that sort of power so openly here, not where there might be others who could recognize what I did.
There was more shouting as we continued to push forward. The accent in Plarin was different than what I was accustomed to, though I’d trained to understand it. Not that I could speak it and blend in with the locals, but I recognized the sense of violence and agitation in the words.
Coldan caught up to me and glanced down. A little space formed around us, though people still pushed us forward.
As they did, I was able to make out what had drawn the crowd’s attention.
An open space in the center of the city held three wooden stocks, though not so tall that I could see them easily. Three people were confined within the stocks, arms and head protruding, and those crowding around took turns throwing things at them.
“How long you think they’ve been there?” Coldan whispered.
“I don’t know.”
The one at the center had dark eyes and hair, but his pale skin showed signs of bruising. His nose had been smashed and blood caked his face. He had taken the brunt of the attack and no longer bothered to look up at his assailants. A woman next to him hung limp. It was possible she was already gone.
The third looked to be younger. Longer hair hung down from her head and she bled from one of the attacks, leaving her scalp a mixture of maroon blood and the pulp from whatever vegetable they’d thrown at her.
“Didn’t think we’d see something like this so far to the north,” Coldan said.
“We shouldn’t have.” But then, I knew better. It wasn’t the first time I thought I had been beyond the reaches of the war, only to find out otherwise.
“They’re Jahor,” he said.
“We don’t know that.” Even as I studied them, I thought he was right. “Let’s keep moving.”
Coldan started toward them, but I couldn’t.
Watching the way they hung there, the crowd shouting around them, left me filled with a swirl of emotions. The war was the reason we were heading north. I’d done everything I could to stop it. Succeeded for a long time. And now I had failed. It was time to convince others to help. If the tu’alan would. They hadn’t before, but could they stay out of the war when it pushed so far to the north? If any could help me regain my power, it would be them.
We’d lost so many. I’d lost so many.
Coldan grabbed me and pulled me along.
As we headed through the crowd, the shouting continued. Coldan pushed forward, bringing us closer to the stocks, but also angling so we could move away. I couldn’t take my eyes off the captives.
There was no doubt in my mind they were Jahor. In the northern lands, they should have been able to blend in. Their dark hair wouldn’t be uncommon. Their pale skin could be covered to keep it safe from the cold. They should have been safe.
The younger of the three lifted her head.
Not just younger. Young.
My heart hammered.
Fear filled her eyes. I’d seen that so often over the years, thought I could find a way to protect others from it. And failed.
“Keep moving,” Coldan hissed.
The girl locked eyes with me.
It was only for a moment, but in that moment there was a flash, a tingling sense that washed over me, and I knew.
Power.
That was why they’d been captured. Not just because they were Jahor, though that might have been reason enough even here. They’d likely demonstrated something suspicious, the kind of power that would raise questions. The kind of power that once would have kept them safe.
“Damn,” I whispered.
Coldan slowed and shot me a hard look. “What is it?”
Nodding toward them, I shook my head. “One of them has power.”
“You sure?”
I looked up at him, cocking my head off to the side. “When have you questioned that about me?”
“Seeing as how you haven’t been particularly potent these days, I think it’s a fair question.”
Looking toward the stocks, I shook my head. “I don’t have to have strength on my own to recognize it in others.”
The tingling sense hadn’t returned, but then the girl had turned her head back down, looking away from the crowd. It was possible it wasn’t the girl. The older man would be more likely, and maybe all I’d detected was the twinge of power from him as he died. I’d seen it often enough before to know the sensation, but if it was her…
It didn’t matter.
That wasn’t why we’d come north. I’d seen enough and done enough and failed enough that I couldn’t keep at it. I hadn’t expected to have my failure chase us onward like this.
“Are you sure?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t even know. Maybe.”
“Maybe. Then maybe it is.”
“And maybe it isn’t.”
Coldan frowned. “You going to do something?”
I swept my gaze around the crowd. “What exactly do you think I could do with all of these people around here?”
Coldan grunted. “The Volatar would have been able to silence an entire crowd.”
“I’m not that person anymore.”
“You could be. You chose otherwise.”
“I did everything I could to stop the war.” More than everything. I’d sacrificed all I’ve cared about. It had changed me. Turned me into something else. And it had taken me from the people I wanted to protect.
“Just your name would be enough. You know that.”
“My name will bring attention these people don’t need. Not until we get to them—"
“Looks to me like they already have that attention.” Coldan looked toward the stocks, watching. A dark cloud that matched his short black hair seemed to sweep over his angular face, an expression that I didn’t care for.
“Don’t do anything,” I whispered.
“Why? Because you won’t?”
He pushed away from me then and for a moment, I thought he might create space for us to escape the crowd. He would get frustrated, but he’d move on and let it go.
This time seemed different.
He shoved his way toward the stocks.
When he neared the stocks, my heart sank when he unsheathed his sword.
No.
We didn’t need this. Not after what we’d been through. Not with where we were heading. Not with any of it. The people didn’t need this. If the Hith came through here because of us…
Coldan brought his sword up.
Time seemed to stand still.
The crowd held its breath as he raised the massive weapon, waiting to see what he might do.
When he swung the sword down, it crashed into the lock holding the stocks in place.
I pushed forward, unintentionally pushing outward with a hint of ne’rash power to keep the crowd from getting too close. It was only when I neared Coldan and the stocks that I realized what I’d been doing.
He pried the top of the stocks free.
The crowd shouted behind him, but so far, no one had moved closer.
How much of that had to do with my power? There was a bit of it seeping away from me, tied to my irritation and anger, almost as much with Coldan as what had happened to these three.
“You don’t even know if they’re still alive,” I said.
“Then find out.”
He stepped forward and began swinging his massive sword.
The crowd backed away.
It gave us a moment of space, but not much more than that.
Hurrying to the youngest, I helped her step down. Her eyes were wide as she looked at me and she started to back away before I grabbed her wrist.
“You’ll need to stay with us.”
When I glanced over at the man, I could tell he was already gone. There was no steady rise and fall of his chest. I didn’t need to check for a pulse in his neck, though I did so anyway. The woman on the end was no different. The only one we’d saved was the girl.
And we’d revealed ourselves, making us a target. Making this city a target.
The Trilan would learn I was here. He’d probably know where we headed. We’d moved quickly to stay ahead of him, but this made it more difficult.
“They’re gone,” I snapped at Coldan.
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. “The only one who’s still alive is her.”
And the girl was trying to pull away from me.
I had half a mind to let her. At this point, we would need the distraction to escape anyway, so if the crowd went after her, at least they wouldn’t be coming after Coldan or myself.
Coldan watched me, as if knowing my thoughts.
He grabbed the girl by the wrist, pulled her behind him, and started forward, swinging that massive sword of his with one hand. The crowd opened before us but quickly reformed behind, threatening to swallow us.
Their strength forced me to use more power than I intended. I pushed outward with the ne’rash, letting it flow from me, and held the crowd back. It was a small use, though enough that others would detect it, and with the agitation around us, the draw of power from me increased more than I intended. It was dangerous.
Coldan was to be my sword. I was the shield.
Or had been.
We reached the far side of the city, the sounds of the crowd behind us.
“We aren’t going to be able to get very far,” I shouted above the noise.
“That’s what you’re for.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“They’ll recognize me. I’m going to draw away the crowd. You sneak off with her. Get somewhere safe. I’ll meet you. How about that tavern we saw when we first got here?”
We’d passed a place on the outskirts of the town. He’d commented on needing a mug of ale. That didn’t make it better. “Coldan—”
He caught my eye a moment before spinning away, racing with the sword raised over his head.
It was enough of a distraction that it might work.
“Come on,” I muttered, grabbing the girl.
We hurried through the street, using the distraction Coldan had bought us to sneak away. I had to prop her up as we ran, practically carrying her at times. It wasn’t going to be a long run, but hopefully enough that we could get to the edge of the city.
Reaching a narrow alley, I ducked inside, surveying the crowd as I did.
The chaos we’d seen when we first reached the center of the city had begun to disperse. There was something of a strange energy to the air. Had I been more focused, I would have recognized it before.
The people here had been urged into what they’d done.
Damn.
It was dangerous, but it was exactly the kind of thing the Hith would have done. Especially if they believed there was someone within the city with any sort of power. They used fear to target those they viewed as a threat and let the powerless assault the powerful. Here I’d feared bringing their attention this far north, but it was already here.
“What’s your name?”
She shook her head, trying to back away from me, but I held on. With what Coldan had risked to get to her, I wasn’t about to let her go.
“What’s your name?”
She looked back over at me, her eyes still wide. The bruising on her face would be difficult to hide, as would the gash to her scalp. In order to hide her—and escape the city—we’d have to find some way to mask it.
“Shae,” she whispered. Dark hair hung in front of her face, and she brushed it aside. She was young, probably no more than sixteen, though the hollow look in her eyes told me she’d seen more than anyone her age should.
I took a deep breath. “I’m going to help you, Shae. You can’t keep trying to run from me, though.”
“Why?”
“If you run, you’ll get grabbed by someone out there.” I pointed to the people hurrying along the street, though with every passing moment, there was less hurrying and more ambling as people settled back into their routines.
“Why are you trying to help me?”
Her voice was soft and there was a hint of an accent to her words, but not so much that it made it difficult to understand.
The answer to that question wasn’t easy. Nor was the answer what she wanted.
“Because Coldan decided we would.”
I didn’t wait to see if she’d recognize his name as I took her by the wrist, sliding along the alley.
We hurried. There was no movement in the alley other than the occasional rat that stirred as we passed. That was good. I hoped that meant we’d be able to make it to one of the side streets. Then we’d meet up with Coldan. Leave the city.
And do what with Shae?
Coldan would want to keep helping her. Given what he’d risked, that was his right.
If he survived.
I’d be angry if he got himself killed after everything we’d been through, just to save a girl he didn’t know.
When we neared the end of the alley, the streetscape looked quite a bit different than where we’d started. People moved along the street with a determined step. Most were well dressed, though in plain colors. Shops lined the streets, signs hanging from the storefronts swinging slightly with the steady breeze.
Shae’s bruises had gotten deeper, and dried blood still covered her face.
Slipping my cloak off, I held it out. “Put it on.”
“Why?”
Nodding to the street, I took a deep breath. “It will cover your face.”
She did so carefully, shifting one arm into a sleeve and then another. I helped her cinch it tight around her waist, noting how she tensed as I did so, and pulled the hood up over her head.
It would draw attention, but a different kind of attention. At least it wouldn’t look like I was helping a battered young woman down the street.
“We should move,” I said. “I don’t know how long it’ll be before Coldan joins us.”
Gods, but I hoped he managed to reach the tavern. Helping Shae was on him, so he was going to have to be the one to keep her safe.
Stepping out onto the street, I held on to her wrist. I wasn’t sure if she’d run, not anymore, but I wanted to guide her. With the hood pulled up over her head, she wouldn’t be able to see much.
I tried to determine if she was the one who had some tie to power, but I didn’t feel anything more. Maybe it hadn’t been her. If not, then Coldan had risked himself—and me—for nothing. Just another Jahor without power. Enough had died already in the war—thousands of them—that one more wouldn’t matter.
Only it should. That was Coldan’s point. It was how I once had felt, back when I’d been able to do something about it.
We turned a corner, heading south through the city as I tried to get my bearings. Most of the buildings in this section were shops. There wasn’t anything else visible. When we turned a corner, I noticed a taller building with slender spires in the distance. The temple. We’d need to steer clear of that.
Finally, we reached a wider road. This was the same road Coldan and I had entered the city upon, and I hurried along it, keeping an eye out for others who might pay the wrong kind of attention to us. There didn’t seem to be anyone. Everyone had returned to the same defeated postures we’d seen when we first entered the city. It was the sign of the war.
When we reached the tavern, I looked around before stepping inside. There was nothing notable about its appearance from the outside. A stone building with a trail of ivy along it. The sign marking it as a tavern had faded, leaving little to determine what it once had been called. Still, Coldan had a gift at sniffing out taverns, and I hadn’t questioned him when he said this was one.
The inside was as nondescript as the outside. Planks of wood covered the ground, nicer than some of the dirt-floored places we’d visited. Wooden pillars had lanterns hanging from hooks, pushing back shadows. A hearth crackled warmly in one corner. Tables were spaced evenly, giving an orderly appearance to the place. There weren’t too many patrons here at this time of day.
Taking a seat, I motioned for Shae to sit across from me.
“Who were the other two?” I asked.
She leaned forward, resting her head on her hands, sobbing softly. “It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters. Who were they?”
She looked up, and through the opening in the hood of the cloak, I could see the tears streaming down her cheeks. “My parents.”
Holding her gaze a moment, I sighed. I had thought that likely, but when it came to Jahor, it was always possible it was other family or even others they’d been traveling with. “I’m sorry.”
“Are you?”
“I’ve lost people I care about too.”
She shook her head before looking back down.
Where was Coldan?
I watched the door, waiting for him to come in. There was a part of me that worried the crowd would have caught up to him, but Coldan had escaped worse situations.
“Stay here,” I said, getting to my feet.
She looked back up. “You’re going to leave me here?”
“Not for long. I just need to get something.”
I watched her a moment, worried she might move, but she didn’t.
Heading to the kitchen, I waved down one the cooks and handed him a few coins, enough for a couple of plates of food. More than I’d like to spare, but I figured Shae needed it. I carried it back out and took a seat at the table.
“Here,” I said, pushing one of the plates toward her.
Shae looked down at it.
“It’s food. I can’t promise the quality, but you look like you need to eat.”
“Why?”
“Because you need to keep your strength up. One thing I learned when I was young was that you need to eat when you get the chance. You never know when the opportunity will come again.”
And if we were going to need to run from here, I wanted to make sure we had full bellies. At least as much as we could.
Shae began to pick at her food, eating slowly.
I didn’t have any such inhibitions and quickly devoured the roast and potatoes. It was a bit tough, but better than I would have expected in a place like this.
“What happened?” I asked when I was finished.
She was still picking at her food and there was no sign of Coldan yet. Talking would take the edge off my anxiety about what had happened to him.
“Nothing happened.”
“Something happened. How did you end up like that?”
“You saw it.”
“I saw you in the stocks. People attacking.” I lowered my voice and looked around the inside of the tavern. There weren’t many people here, but that didn’t mean that those who were here wouldn’t listen and report.
“It doesn’t matter.” She took a bite of the meat, chewing it deliberately.
I almost smiled to myself at the way she did, as if she could avoid questions by keeping her mouth full of food.
“It matters. More than you know. You’re Jahor?” I said the last as softly as I could, needing the confirmation. Not that I doubted it.
She looked up at me, still chewing, but didn’t answer.
“Fine. Don’t say anything. Was it your father or you who has the talent?” She still didn’t say anything, but the sudden tension in her jaw while she chewed told me that I was right. Then again, I had known what I had detected. There wasn’t anything else it could have been. “Chosen? I don’t know what you might have called those who have power. One of you has talent.” Or had, if it was her father.
And I needed to know. If we were going to have her with us, however long it might be, then we should know if she’d pose more danger.
Before she had a chance to answer, the door opened and Coldan hurried in. His back was stooped and his head bowed, his way of trying to mask his height. When he saw us, he hurried over, plucking a chunk of meat off Shae’s plate.
“We’ve got to get moving,” he said while chewing.
“I thought you got away.”
He frowned. “I got away, but they’ll keep searching. How easy do you think it’s going to be for me to hide here?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think you’re doing a great job.”
He looked at Shae. “You all right?”
She met his eyes and nodded slowly.
“Good. Now we need to get moving.”
“I think if we move quickly enough, we should be able to reach Pickston by evening.” It was a small village, but we’d be able to sleep in a bed. Find food. Have a measure of safety we didn’t when camping alongside the road.
“Not Pickston.”
I frowned at him. It wasn’t usual for Coldan to direct where we went. “Where would you have us go, then?”
He looked at Shae. “Heard something while I escaped.”
“You heard something.”
He shrugged. “Might have beat it out of a man. I needed answers.”
I didn’t like where this was going, and I suspected he knew I wouldn’t. “What answers did you find?”
He nodded at Shae. “Those weren’t the only ones they grabbed.”
Squeezing my eyes shut, I shook my head. “You know where this leads.”
“They’re still our people. Your people. If the Vicenz and the Trilan want to use them…”
“I don’t know what we can do until I find what we’re looking for.”
Coldan watched Shae. “We both know you’re not going to sit idle when they harm Jahor. Sooner you decide that, the sooner we can prepare.” Coldan took another bite of the roast from Shae’s plate while watching me.
There wasn’t a decision, and Coldan knew it.
As I looked at Shae, saw the haunted pain in her eyes, an anguish I knew all too well, I already knew what we would do.



2
HEVITH
THE WAGONS PULLED SLOWLY toward the distant village. From his vantage sitting next to his father, there wasn’t much Hevith was able to determine about the village. A low wall surrounded it. A few tall buildings were staggered among mostly smaller ones. Smoke drifted from chimneys throughout.
“What do you see?” his father asked.
Hevith sat up in the seat, though he didn’t need to. He was taller than his father. “Looks like a village. From what I remember of the maps, it should be Goral.”
His father smiled, though there was a strange tension to the corners of his eyes that had been there quite a bit of late. “Very good. You really do have a good mind for maps.”
Hevith chuckled. “Considering how much you’ve forced me to learn them, I didn’t have much choice.”
He glanced over at the stack of books resting next to him. He had spent hours working through them, learning as much as he could about the geography of this land. His father had an almost endless supply of maps for all the different areas they traveled. Hevith was good with maps and was able to memorize them quickly, but there wasn’t anything here that he could remember other than that this was Goral.
“I don’t remember which one I read it in, though.”
“No?” His father laughed softly, grabbing the second book down, almost as if he knew exactly where to look. Knowing his father, he probably did. He flipped it open and began to work through the pages until he came to a small and faded map. “I’ve always needed to keep the books organized. Not all of us can memorize the maps after seeing them once.” Hevith grinned. “When you’re wagon master, you’ll be the one in charge. It’s good the people will be in capable hands.”
“You’ll be the wagon master for a long time. I’ve got time to learn.” He’d said that to his father before, and gotten the same response he did now.
His father laughed softly. This time, it spread to his eyes, pushing away the fatigue from the days on the road along with whatever darkness hid there. “Why do you think I’ve been spending so much time with you, Hevy? One day, you’re going to be in charge of your own wagons. I’ve always wanted to make sure you were ready when the time came. It pleases me to know that you’re mostly prepared.”
“Mostly?”
“I like to think there are a few things I can still teach you.”
Hevith snorted. “I’ve got a few years before then.”
“I hope so. Then again, who’s to say you won’t meet a beautiful girl and want to take off on adventures of your own?”
Hevith swiveled and looked back at the rest of the wagons following them. There were over a dozen, all of them painted in greens and browns, colors that would blend within the forest but that also signified them as traders. “I don’t think you’ve got much to worry about. There aren’t any beautiful girls traveling with us. And most of the towns we stop in aren’t all that eager to have us mingle with them.” Not that he would mind. It had been a while since he’d seen someone who caught his eye.
“They’re just suspicious these days,” his father said. “The war does that to people. The Hith keep expanding their empire north. We’ve lost places that were once safe. Vor. Quarn. Polan. Ther.” He sighed. “So many,” he said softly as he stared into the distance. “It’s why we stay north. Away from the fighting.”
“What happens when all these lands are Hith?”
His father shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“When the war is all done, we can move south again,” Hevith said.
“Maybe.”
“We haven’t seen any sign of the war in…” There were places they’d stopped that had been on edge, but that wasn’t uncommon. Any actual sign of fighting was something else entirely. “As long as I can remember.”
“That doesn’t mean we’re safe yet. The Hith continue moving north, which means we aren’t safe.”
Hevith shook his head. “You and Mother keep thinking about the worst.”
“That’s our job. Soon it will be yours.”
“The war has remained in the south.” The Hith had been attacking in the south for as long as Hevith could remember. During that time, he’d never seen them himself. If it were up to his parents, he never would. They would keep them ahead of the war.
His father turned toward him, his frown deepening. He was a large man, his face deeply tanned and his dark hair starting to gray. “To the south, but we’ve seen them moving north. We have to keep the people safe. The war forces people to choose to fight or to run. It’s better to avoid the fighting. As wagon master, I have the responsibility to watch over everyone. That’s why we hire on protection.”
Hevith smiled. “That’s never been needed. The only time we needed Vard and the others was in the village that thought they could take everything from us.”
“And if we didn’t have that protection, you and I both know we’d encounter other villages like that. Especially in days like these.” His father turned his gaze straight ahead, staring at the village as they neared. A few fields ran along the side of the road, wheat growing tall and glistening in the fading daylight. “I used to think people were mostly good. Now…”
They reached the low wall leading into the city. His father stood, cupping a hand to his face as he tried to peer ahead. As he did, his frown deepened.
“What is it?”
His father shook his head. “Something isn’t right. Get Vard.”
Hevith got to his feet, hurriedly tucking the books under the bench. Scrambling out and racing atop the horses to the admonishment of his father, Hevith glanced back, grinning as he climbed from the lead wagon and down to the ground. Hurrying along the line of wagons, he reached the third one and climbed up.
The older man guiding the horses was lean and of a light complexion. A wide-brimmed hat shaded his face and his lips were pressed together in a tight frown, though it was always that way with Vard.
“Hevy. What you doin’? We’re almost to a stop.”
“My father wanted to talk to you.”
Vard nodded curtly and got to his feet. He tapped with his heel on the trapdoor leading into the wagon and only had to wait a moment before Petril, a lean, dark-haired man, poked his head up. “Take the leads,” Vard said.
Petril nodded, climbing up and flashing a quick smile at Hevith.
Hevith jumped back down from the wagon, following Vard.
The old man still moved relatively quickly, though he had a slight limp. Hevith had known him his entire life.
“Did he say what he needed?” Vard asked as they neared the wagon.
Hevith shook his head. “We were nearing the village when he thought something wasn’t right.”
“Which village?”
“Goral, by what I remember.”
Vard looked over at him. “Too soon, I think.”
“What is?”
“What your pa fears.”
Vard started climbing up the wagon and paused. He tipped his head back, breathing deeply as he swept his gaze around. Most of the time, there was an easiness about Vard, but not now. Everything in him seemed coiled.
He nodded to himself before finishing the climb.
Hevith climbed back atop the wagon, where he found Vard and his father in quiet conversation. Hevith stood, looking out into the village.
What had drawn his father’s attention?
He had traveled most of his life, so Hevith trusted his father to recognize something not quite right, though he didn’t know what that might be. The smoke drifting from the chimneys they passed had a pungent aroma to it, and there didn’t seem to be anyone in the streets, though it was early evening.
“Where is everyone?” Hevith whispered.
The whisper seemed right. With the absence of anyone else here, he felt as if he needed to whisper.
“That’s my concern,” his father said.
“We’ve seen nothing of the war.”
“That’s what we’ve thought.”
“Might be it moved past us,” Vard said.
Hevith looked all around. Now that he realized what felt off, he couldn’t shake his uneasiness. There was a feeling of emptiness despite the obvious activity in the village. None of that should be.
“Should we see if there’s anyone here?” he asked.
“I’ll be doin’ the checking, Hevy.” Vard clenched his jaw, his wide brow furrowed in a deep frown.
“You could use help.”
Vard glanced at his father, who shook his head.
“Not this time,” his father said. “I’m going to need your help with the wagons.” He turned to Vard. “Take the other guards and see what you can find. We’ll wait on the far side of the village. If everything is fine…” His father stood, looking around. He took a deep breath and shook his head. “If everything is fine, we’ll probably still wait on the far side of the village.”
“Not a bad idea, Nevan.”
Vard climbed back down, catching Hevith’s eyes for a moment before disappearing. Hevith got to his feet, looking over the side of the wagon and watching as Vard gathered the other guards—all men who’d once been soldiers—and they started along the streets.
Hevith took a seat next to his father, sweeping his gaze around the village. “We would have seen evidence of something through here before now.” The only sign that the war had started to move nearer was in the number of people in some of the villages they’d encountered. Many of the villages had more residents than they should, their populations swelling.
His father nodded. “That’s what I would think, too. It makes it a bit less likely that anything has spread this far to the north, though we need to be careful. We’re responsible for so many. When you have the responsibility, you need to ensure your people are well cared for. We’ve been lucky in our travels, but that doesn’t mean the war won’t reach us. I’ve tried to protect our people as much as I can, but the Hith have moved quickly, claiming land more rapidly than I would have expected.” He sighed and shook his head. “Maybe they’re just cautious. We don’t approach quickly, so it’s possible they’ve known we were coming for a while now.”
There were many reasons they traveled at the speed they did. Mostly it was so they didn’t tire the horses too quickly. Without the horses, they would be stuck. There was also the risk of damage to the wagons. With speed came the possibility that something might break. Any damage would take time to repair and occasionally required supplies they didn’t carry with them.
“Maybe it’s festival time, though what festival would it be?” his father asked.
Hevith shrugged. “It’s not quite harvest time.” The tall wheat in the fields outside the village suggested it was getting close, though. “We’re past midsummer.”
They’d traveled enough over the last ten years that Hevith knew there could be countless different festivals. Their journey took them in a sweeping pattern from west to east and then back west, always veering slightly to the north. Never stopping anyplace for long. Some of the locations they traveled to, they had visited before. Others were new to him. New even to his father. Those were the places he was most active with his trade, acquiring whatever maps and other items he could find. Along their travels, more people joined them. Others left. There were times when they transported some with them, and times when people joined to stay. Always trading, bargaining, never staying in one place long. It was the only life Hevith remembered.
They neared the edge of the village and they’d still not encountered anyone else.
That seemed strange to Hevith. In other villages, there were always those who came out to greet them. Most of the time, they were met by curious children, or leaders of the towns, or occasionally by those who protected the village. As they were nothing more than traders, with a few soldiers of their own as guards, there wasn’t much about the caravan that was dangerous.
His father signaled for them to slow. The caravan pulled through the wall on the far side of the village and came to a stop.
“Perhaps I should have done that on the way in,” his father said.
“We don’t usually need to wait to see if we’ll be welcomed.”
“I know, but…”
His father climbed down from the wagon, and Hevith followed.
When he reached the ground, his mother emerged from the wagon.
“What is it, Nevan?” She was thin, with chestnut-brown hair and an even darker complexion than his father. In that way, Hevith took after his mother. He had his father’s size, though. And his quick temper, though few knew that about Nevan.
“I don’t know. Something isn’t quite right.”
“Where are we?”
“The village of Goral. I thought it would make a good place to trade for food and resupply. Beyond here, we have a longer journey before we get to the next town.”
“Goral?” She smoothed her bright yellow dress. His mother always preferred the more brightly colored fabrics, whereas his father favored less dramatic shades. “We’ve not been through here before.”
“Not before. We’ve been angling a bit toward the south. There was word—”
A sharp glance cut him off. “Nevan…”
He glanced to Hevith and forced a smile. “If this is the Hith, we’re going to have to move more quickly. Besides, there hasn’t been much choice in the direction we’re heading.”
His mother swept her gaze along the line of wagons. Now that they were stopped, many of the people inside began to come out, waiting for further instruction. Most of the time when they stopped outside villages, they did so in a circle. It was easier to protect themselves, but it also allowed them to keep the younger children from wandering off.
“We should keep going.”
“We need food, Olivia. We have a long journey yet ahead of us to Yarshin.”
“Yarshin? Are you sure that’s where you want us to travel?”
It wasn’t like his mother to question his father like this.
“Yarshin is still safe.”
“There have been rumors.”
“The rumors are why we’re heading to Yarshin,” his father said.
She squeezed her eyes shut. “We’ve been so far to the west for the last few years that I don’t know if we can rely on what we’ve heard.”
His father took a deep breath and turned away. It was a marker of his frustration, and Hevith knew it well. When he breathed like that, he did so in order to calm his irritation. It was a tactic Hevith tried—and often failed. Especially around his sister.
“Vard went to see what he can find out,” his father said. “We’ll wait until he returns.”
“At least you had the good sense to send him.”
“I’m only doing as you’ve asked of me.”
His mother stepped forward, taking his father’s hand. “You don’t have to say it quite like that.”
He shook his head. “I don’t like it. We should be far enough ahead of it, but I have the sense that…” He glanced back at Hevith. “Hevith, would you check on your sister?”
“Eliza is fine. She was with Mama in the wagon.”
“Hevy…”
Hevith knew better than to argue. “I’ll see—”
He didn’t have to finish.
Vard appeared with the other guards, trailed by a dozen people.
Hevith watched, and as Vard neared, he recognized the tension in the other man’s eyes. His hand stayed near the hilt of his sword. Hevith had seen him sparring—had trained with him, even—and knew that Vard was skilled with it, even though he was up there in years.
“I don’t like this, Nevan.”
“We just have to wait and see what they’ve uncovered.”
Vard and the others continued through the opening in the wall while the newcomers waited. Hevith studied them, trying to make anything out about them, but couldn’t. They all had dark hair, were a bit shorter than Hevith and his father, and stout. All were dressed in dark colors. Each of them wore a serious expression on his face.
“What is it, Vard?” his father asked.
“Seems we’ve been asked to keep out of the village.”
Hevith’s father looked past Vard, toward the village. “That’s how they would interact with traders?”
“Seems like that’s how they interact with everyone. They say it’s not us, but for their safety.”
“Why?”
“They don’t say. I get the feeling something happened that they’re trying to protect against. Damned if I know what that might be.”
“Not Hith?”
“Not from what I can tell, but they don’t talk much. Trust me on this one, Nevan.”
His father glanced over at Vard before nodding. “Tell them we’ll camp outside the walls. Any who want to trade can come out to us. Do you think that will satisfy them?”
“Don’ know, but I suppose it’s better than you goin’ in and forcing them to take us.”
“I’d never force them to accept us.”
Vard arched a brow.
“Fine. I might, if there was enough of a danger.”
Vard grunted. “I’ll let ’em know what we’re planning.”
His father stared at the villagers for a moment before motioning to the others. They quickly took their places on the wagons and moved away from the village. As they did, Hevith looked back, watching, an unsettled feeling rising within him.
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HEVITH
VARD STOOD ACROSS FROM HEVITH, rubbing a shoulder. A smile on his face belied the tension within the old man. The campfire cast hard shadows across his face. “You got the size, Hevy. You got to know to use it.”
“I just used it on you.”
Vard grunted. “You threw yourself at me. That’s no control. Your father wants you to learn to control that edge within you. You need to know when to use it and when to hold back.”
Hevith had been cautioned about the edge within him for as long as he could remember. And it was there. Too much like his father at times. It didn’t take much for anger to roil up within him—that edge, as his father liked to call it. Vard worked with him to help him keep it in check.
“You’ve got to be able to recognize it. Then you can stop it.”
“I don’t know why he wants you to teach me to find it within me. My mother has warned me that I need to avoid it.”
When he accessed it, the sense continued to build, making it even more difficult to suppress. It was as if finding that edge made it harder to push it back. That couldn’t be what his father wanted.
“You’ve got to know how to recognize it if you want to control it.”
Hevith held his arms apart. The firelight didn’t reach all the way to this side of the clearing, casting part of it in shadows. It made it more difficult to attack.
He ignored the steady sound of voices, the occasional shout from the children running, the murmur of conversation near the fire, and even the crackling of the flames. Instead, he focused on Vard.
Despite his advanced age, Hevith had never beaten him. That was the old soldier’s point. Control it. Then he could use it.
He leapt at Vard.
Hevith was larger and more muscular than the old man, and he should be quicker because of it. Still, Vard seemed to anticipate what he was going to do and danced off to the side, slipping away from him.
“Damn, Hevy. Haven’t I taught you nothin’? After all this time, you still think you can use your size. What’s goin’ to happen if you face a man bigger than you?”
Hevith got to his feet and backed away.
He didn’t work with Vard every night—or that often, for that matter. If he did, he might improve much faster than he had. Instead, it seemed an infrequent thing, rare enough that he often forgot the lessons the other man wanted him to learn in between their sessions.
“Why did he want you to work with me tonight?”
Vard shrugged. “Who said it was your pa who wanted us to train tonight?”
Hevith risked a glance around the wagon circle. He couldn’t see his father, but knew he’d be near the fire. That was where he often spent his time when they camped like this, though they didn’t usually camp so near a village. Most of the time they stayed inside the village itself.
“The village has him nervous.” Hevith had seen that since they stopped for the night.
“He just wants to prepare you. When you’re in charge, you’ve got to know how to judge a man’s skill. That might be his trading skill, but it might be his fighting skill. It all comes back to you. You think you’ll always have an old man like me around? I’ve done lived my life, Hevy. Your father gives me a comfortable retirement, as it were, but…”
“Some kind of retirement.”
“Better than my alternative.” There was a darkness—and a bitterness—to his words.
Hevith eyed Vard. There were parts of the man’s past that he didn’t fully know. His father probably did. Vard made no secret of his time as a soldier, or that he’d fought and killed. That was part of why Vard was so valued by Hevith’s father. But he never talked about where he fought.
“They don’t let old soldiers go out to pasture?”
“Not often soldiers get to be old. Either die or end up teaching.” He flashed a smile and, quicker than Hevith would have expected, he darted forward, sweeping his leg out from under him, and he fell. “Some kind of teacher I am. Still haven’t gotten you to learn some of the basics.”
“You know, you could work with me more often. I’m sure I can coax my father into letting you.”
“You’re not meant to be a fighter, Hevy, regardless of that edge you got in you. All men got somethin’ similar. You got to learn to balance it to be a real man.” Vard stepped back and reached a hand down, helping Hevith to his feet. “Besides, it’s not that edge that will let you lead. It’s the decency you got.” Vard grinned at him. “You want to keep going or did I wear you out yet?”
“I don’t think you can wear me out. You’re too old to do that.” He winked at Vard.
Vard’s grin faded. “Too old? I’ll show you too old.”
He spun, twisting around as he did, and caught Hevith around his waist. Vard was still strong, and with the tightness of his grip, he spun Hevith to the ground, dropping a knee onto him. It knocked the breath out of Hevith.
“How old does that feel?” Vard leaned close.
Hevith tried to push the old soldier off , but Vard was heavy enough that he couldn’t do it easily. The other man had positioned himself in a way that made it difficult for Hevith to do anything other than wait for him to move.
“You win.”
“What was that? This old man can’t hear quite like he once did.”
“You. Win,” Hevith grunted.
Vard grinned again and started to get up.
Hevith grabbed Vard’s leg as he did, and twisted.
Vard spun, kicking suddenly, catching Hevith in the side.
Hevith winced but jumped to his feet and lunged at him, lowering his shoulder. If he could catch him in the stomach, with his size advantage, he should be able to drop him to the ground.
Vard grabbed him, spinning, and even though Hevith was larger, Vard twisted him around, dropping him to the ground.
Once again, Vard slammed a knee to his chest, though this time there was more force.
“What do you think now? You want to be done?”
There was a hint of real menace in his words.
It did nothing to settle Hevith.
“I can see that look in your eyes, Hevy. I know it myself. You’ve got to let it go.”
Vard watched him a moment, his knee still pressing down on Hevith, making it difficult to breathe.
Finally, Vard released the pressure.
Hevith rubbed his chest, not going after Vard even though there was a part of him that wanted to.
“You wondered why you pa don’ want you to train more often? Got to get control of yourself, Hevy. You can’t train if you don’ have that. You got size and strength, but you won’t always be the biggest and the strongest. I faced men twice your size when I was fightin’. Guess what? I’m still here. They aren’t.”
Hevith got to his feet slowly, still rubbing his chest. “I’m sorry I grabbed your leg like that.”
“I know you are, Hevy. You’re a good boy.”
“Boy?”
“You ain’t a man. Not yet. Might be nearly eighteen, but not a man until you’ve lived a little. Lost a bit. So I suppose that makes you a boy.” A commotion on the far side of the fire drew Vard’s attention and the other man stared for a long moment, his mouth pressed into a deep frown. “Looks like I’ve got a few things I’m going to need to check on.”
When Vard left, Hevith took a seat alongside the wagon. He’d worked with Vard quite a bit over the years, mostly on how to handle himself in a fight if it were ever to come to that. Hand-to-hand and some sword work, enough that he had some skill, but not enough that he rivaled the soldiers traveling with them.
There was more activity near the fire and Hevith got to his feet, heading toward the circle of flame. He nodded at those he passed and did his best to avoid Seban, a younger boy who often followed him around.
When he neared his father, he found him talking to someone he didn’t recognize.
They were from the village.
They must have come to trade after all. With the travels the caravan made, they had items other places wanted at least to see, even if they didn’t try to trade for them.
It was partly because of that value they had men like Vard traveling with them. Only partly, though.
Hevith slipped a little closer, trying to get a sense of what his father was saying to the locals. He wasn’t able to hear anything all that well, though he sensed irritation from his father. There were times when his father let his emotion get the best of him. When it did, trade could be disrupted. Then it took Hevith’s mother to smooth things over.
That was her gift. Not only with his father, but often with the peoples they encountered. She had a way of making everyone more at ease.
She headed toward him now, a wide smile on her face, the firelight reflecting off her skin so that it almost glowed. When she reached the villager, she bowed deeply and respectfully and took his hands in hers, smiling when she straightened.
“She has a knack.”
Hevith glanced over to see Hectal watching his mother. He was shorter than Hevith by a good head, and quite wide. Unlike so many who traveled with them, he had deep blue eyes and sandy blond hair.
“She’s always been like that.”
Hectal glanced up at Hevith, tipping his head to the side as he seemed to study him. “You take after him, but you’ve got enough of her in you too.”
Hevith shook his head, watching as his mother’s wide smile became contagious. After a while, the locals began to smile along with her. When they did, his father stepped forward. Having his mother with him made it so that his father would be even more effective. And it wasn’t that his father wasn’t a skilled trader. He was. It was that Hevith’s mother shined in that role. As wagon master, his father had a different responsibility—keeping the people of the caravan safe.
“I’m not sure that’s quite true, Hectal. Were that me, I’d probably anger the villagers like my father.”
Hectal chuckled.
“Ah, well, I didn’t say you had the same knack as her. Not sure I’ve met many like that. But I see it in you.”
His mother was the negotiator, and because of the way she disarmed the people around her, helping them find a common ground, she was particularly skilled at it. Hevith wished that he had the same talent. Maybe that was what Vard tried to get at. He needed to be more like his mother in certain things, rather than letting the traits inherited from his father get the best of him.
A few others joined them by the fire, all of them locals. Hevith didn’t think they were the same people who had met them at the edge of the city, though he wasn’t entirely certain. All dressed in the same dark colors, and they all appeared about the same age, which made determining anything about them difficult.
“Well, if not you, then your sister at least takes after her.”
Eliza joined their parents, standing behind their mother. With her straight back and her hands clasped behind her, she even stood like their mother.
Hevith nodded to Hectal and cut between the wagons, stepping out into the space beyond. It was nothing more than a wide field of wheat, the air heavy with its fragrance, the road running alongside it. There weren’t as many farms on this side of the village, not the way there had been when they’d headed toward it from the south.
Wandering into the darkness, he glanced up at the moon. The night was cloudless and the air was mostly still; a sense of peace hung around everything. It was times like these when he truly enjoyed being a part of the caravan. He was able to see other parts of the world, new skies, but at the same time, he never really had a home. Nothing more than the wagon they traveled in, and that wasn’t nearly as comfortable as some of the homes he saw during their travels.
His gaze was drawn toward the village. Lights flickered in windows, and he found himself staring. What must it be like for those who didn’t travel? They knew the comfort of a bed. Never having to worry about finding a trading partner for food, the occasional hungry days spent rationing food when there was a stretch between villages. They never had to worry about the change in seasons making travel difficult, or even the undercurrent of fear—however remote—that they might travel into some place more dangerous than where they’d been before.
Then again, without traveling, he would never be able to look up and see a sky like this. He wouldn’t be able to breathe in the air filled with the smells of the campfire, that of the sweetbreads baking, or the sense of family among the caravan.
“You look lost.”
Hevith spun, not sure who might have crept up on him. “Jal. What are you doing out here?”
She was his sister’s age, but liked to think she was older. She certainly didn’t act like she was a few years younger than him. Pretty, though young, Hevith knew his parents intended to pair them up when she came of age.
Jal stretched, turning her face to the sky. Moonlight reflected off her pale skin and she smiled. “I saw you leaving. I thought you might want some company.” She turned back to him. “The locals brought dried meats and vegetables to trade. Some grain, but not as much as my father had hoped.”
Hevith nodded. Jal’s father was the master of trade, working with Hevith’s mother to acquire as much as they could at each place they stopped. It was almost always food, though not always. In some of the larger towns and cities, they focused on trying to move the rarer items they had acquired during their journeys. In the smaller villages, food was their priority.
“It’s not quite harvest. I suppose we’d do better after the harvest.”
“Do you ever think about what it would be like if we didn’t travel?”
Hevith glanced over at her. “It’s all I’ve ever known.”
“That might be true, but what if you knew something else?”
Her question reflected his thoughts, but they were more the musings of the night, nothing else. Hevith didn’t know how to do anything other than what his parents trained him for. If not a wagon master, what would he become?
“By my age, I’d likely be apprenticed somewhere. Away from my parents.” And his sister. For as much as she could annoy him, he didn’t like the idea of being separated from her.
“In some places, you might even be married.” Jal grinned at him and he shook his head. “Not that Hevith Alastar would ever want such a fate.”
He snorted. “In some places, you might already have children.”
Her eyes widened. “I can’t even imagine.”
“I doubt you’d study nearly as much as you do.”
Jal glanced toward the wagons. “There are times when that wouldn’t be all that bad. I could do with a little less studying.”
“It’ll get better.”
“Will it?”
Hevith shrugged. “I think it does. Everything gets better as you get older.”
The caravan made certain the children could all read, and most of them learned more than one language. They had hundreds of books among the different wagons, and they were rarely if ever traded. If anything, they acquired more books with each stop, at least in those places where there were books that could be acquired. Not all villages prized literacy.
“I saw you working with Vard.”
He started to flush. Though he trained openly within the caravan, it wasn’t that he wanted everyone to watch him. Especially not on a night like tonight. “My father wants me to be able to judge the men we hire.”
“That’s the only reason?”
“What other reason would there be?”
“I don’t know. I’ve seen the other boys and how they love to wrestle. It seems men have a need to prove they’re stronger than each other.”
“That’s not what I’m doing.”
“If you say so.”
It would be easier if that was all there was to it. Maybe he wouldn’t feel quite as helpless when it came to defeating Vard.
“I hear we’re heading farther north,” Jal said.
“It’s always north.”
“Not always. This village is a bit more southerly than where we’ve been traveling lately.”
From following the stars and his memory of the maps, he knew it was, but he hadn’t expected Jal to know. Most were content to let his father guide them where he saw fit. “How can you tell?”
“I can see the sun, Hevith. You watch it long enough and you can see it shifting in the sky. Even the positions of the stars are a little different.”
“They’re always a little different. That’s how you can use them.”
“Always?”
Hevith looked up. One of his earliest lessons, and one that he had enjoyed the most, had involved studying the night sky with Urala. They could not only navigate by the stars, but they could study patterns, and eventually Urala believed she could make predictions for how events would unfold.
He wasn’t nearly as convinced that the stars guided fate, but there were things about the stars that he had found to be true. Watching the stars could guide the wagons’ course. There were times when it was easier to travel at night and they were forced to use the stars. Their position shifted over time. Partly that came with the seasons, but partly that came from where they traveled. That was one of the things he had learned from Urala.
“Almost always. If you follow them closely enough, you can see the way they shift in the sky.”
Jal grinned at him. “If you say so.”
“You can follow the sun, but you don’t think you can do the same with the stars?”
She shrugged. “I suppose next you’re going to tell me I can use the moon to guide me, too.”
“Not as well, but—”
Her sudden laughter cut him off. “Is that how your father guides us? Maybe that’s why we’re taking such a roundabout path.”
“What do you mean roundabout?”
“I mean that we’ve been heading south and now he wants to veer us back north. There aren’t many villages beyond here, not for a little while. That’s why my father was tasked with trading aggressively.” She shook her head. “We go where your father leads. Where we’re told to go, because it’s the only way that’s safe for us Jahor.”
He smiled. There were a few within the wagons who called themselves Jahor. Several families. A few soldiers who had traveled with them for a time. They were related somehow, though all shared the same pale complexion and dark hair. “That’s the same.”
“Maybe.”
They fell into a silence interrupted when a group of darkened figures moved past them in the night. Hevith watched, but they didn’t look back.
How much trade had they done with the locals? It didn’t look like much.
If they did have a long journey to the next town, then trade would be essential. Their supplies of food were already beginning to diminish, and they would need to acquire more before they risked a longer push.
“I should get back,” he said.
Jal nodded. “Me too. I need to see if my father had much success. If he didn’t, we both know what your father might say.”
Hevith couldn’t argue.
With one more look over his shoulder at the departing figures, he headed back into the circle of wagons, back into the firelight.
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HEVITH
A DEEP RUMBLE of thunder caused Hevith to jerk awake.
He sat up suddenly, smacking his head on the ceiling of the wagon, and looked around. Darkness streamed into the wagon from outside, with only the smoldering remains of the fire for light.
What was that sound? Not thunder. Whatever it was felt… dangerous.
Getting to his feet, he pushed open the door to the wagon and stepped out into the night. There was no movement. It was late and he’d been sleeping soundly for a while, so he didn’t expect there to be many people awake at this time of the night. One or two of the guards would be, depending on how many Vard thought they needed on patrol. Typically when they pulled into a village, they only kept a light guard, though that was mostly to ensure the safety of their more valuable items. Camped out in the open like this, he didn’t know what Vard might have done.
When he glanced at the sky, he didn’t see any sign of clouds, and certainly nothing that would explain where the thunder had come from. There was nothing other than the moon and the stars he’d seen earlier. The moon was full, or nearly so, and had sunk low on the horizon, where it glowed softly.
Hevith headed toward the fire.
He hadn’t imagined the sound, he knew that, but what was it that he’d heard?
As he neared the fire, another rumble sounded.
This time, the earth seemed to shake with it.
Not his imagination, though he hadn’t really thought it was.
He scanned the wagons before settling on Vard’s and heading over to the old soldier’s. That wasn’t necessarily something he wanted to do under usual circumstances, but with this rumbling that kept coming, he thought he needed to alert Vard.
As Hevith raised his hand to pull open the door to the wagon, Vard burst out, fully dressed, sword in hand.
Hevith staggered back.
“Hevy? What are you doin’?”
“I heard something. I don’t know what it is so I was coming to get you.”
Vard quickly surveyed the inside of the caravan before his gaze settled back on Hevith. “Get back in the wagon until I know what we’re dealing with.”
“It’s not thunder.”
“You think I don’ know it’s not thunder?” Vard stepped down from the wagon and slammed the sword into the side of it in two sharp cracks. “Don’ know what it is, but I’ll find out.”
“Have you heard anything like it before?”
Vard glanced toward him before looking away.
The non-answer troubled Hevith.
He chased Vard as he reached the opening in the wagons leading toward the village.
“Vard?”
“Stay back, Hevy.”
“I want to see what that was.”
“You may want to, but you don’ need to. Can’t have you coming through here and mussing with what we got to do.”
One of the other guards joined Vard and they whispered softly to each other. Hevith stood back a few paces—he had no intention of returning to the wagon until he knew what he’d heard, but didn’t want to get so close as to deal with Vard’s anger—and tried to listen. He could only make out every few words.
“A dozen men. Probably only the first,” one of the guards said.
“Too many.”
“That’s not all. There’s—”
Hevith couldn’t hear the rest.
A few others joined Vard and when they saw him holding his sword, they unsheathed.
Hevith started to smile to himself when the sound came again.
It wasn’t near the wagons, not like he’d feared when he’d first heard it. The sound seemed to be coming from the village, but even that wasn’t quite right. It was too distant to be from the village.
“That’s back the way we came,” he said.
Vard glanced over at him. “Hevy, I thought I told you to get back.”
“You did.”
Hevith followed Vard, making his way from the caravan, moving carefully. Vard grunted and shook his head, muttering something under his breath before looking at the other men around him.
“Keep to one close patrol. And wake Nevan. Depending on what we find, we might need to get moving.”
Two of the hired soldiers nodded and split off. Three others stayed with Vard.
They started away from the caravan.
Hevith hesitated a moment before following them. He could stay behind, and he suspected his father might need his help if they had to get going, but he also wanted to know what was out there.
“You don’ need to be trailing after us,” Vard said.
“I’m just taking a look. If I’m to lead one day, I need to know what’s taking place around me.”
Vard grunted. “Jus’ going to take a look. Nothing out here to be concerned about.”
Hevith looked past the village, trying to gauge how far away that sound had come from. There had been three distinct sounds of thunder, but was there anything he could determine from them?
The last one had been the most distinct, but that was mostly because he was outside the circle of wagons. With the others, it had been harder to tell where it came from.
“There’s something that we need to be concerned about.”
Vard glanced over at him for a moment before shaking his head. “You can come. Your pa isn’t going to like it if things turn sour.”
Hevith jogged after them, noting Vard’s limp, a bit of a hiccup to the way that he jogged, though he was able to keep up. They ran into the darkness, nothing else visible around them, and Hevith scanned the night for what had made that sound. As they neared the village, he didn’t see anything awry. Nothing worrisome. Lanterns glowed in some of the homes, and in the pale moonlight, Hevith noted smoke drifting up from the chimneys.
“It’s quiet,” he whispered.
“Quiet can be good and bad,” Vard said.
As they neared the forest on the far side of the village, another explosion thundered.
Vard reached out, grabbing Hevith.
The other soldiers all stopped and looked out into the darkness.
“Go tell your pa we need to get moving,” Vard said.
“You think it’s the Hith?”
“Don’ know, but knowin’ your pa, he’s not going to want to linger too long to figure it out.” Vard clapped Hevith on the shoulder. “If you’re going to lead, you don’t need to fight.” Hevith regarded Vard for a moment before nodding and turning. As he ran back toward the caravan, Hevith looked over his shoulder at Vard, watching as the soldiers disappeared into the darkness. He didn’t like letting them go off and do the fighting, but he wasn’t a soldier, and he wasn’t going to be able to do much if it were to come down to fighting.
When he reached the wagons, one of the guards jerked toward him before realizing it was him and letting him pass. Once back inside the wagons, he debated what to do. Until Vard returned, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to rest. He wasn’t sure that he would be able to rest.
“Hevith. What are you doing up?”
He turned to his father. He’d already gotten dressed and carried something under his arm. “I heard an explosion. I went to Vard.”
His father studied him, shifting the bundle under his arm. “I suppose that was the right thing to do. I suspect he’s gone off to investigate?”
Hevith nodded. “I went with him but we heard something else. He said to get the wagons moving.”
“We don’t need you running off with Vard to investigate things like this. That’s why we pay men like Vard.”
“Vard is more than just a hired soldier.”
His father nodded slowly. “He’s been with us a long time.”
Longer than most they hired. Vard was the one responsible for finding the rest of their guards. To hear Vard talk about it, he wanted men who had some skill with the sword, and men who could take direction. Most of the time, there wasn’t much of a need for anything other than light patrolling to ensure the safety of their wares.
“What do you think it might be?” Hevith asked. “Vard took two other men to investigate. If it’s the Hith—"
His father held his gaze. “We’re staying ahead of them. We’ll know soon enough what Vard discovered. It’s probably nothing to worry about, not this close to the village.”
“I don’t think it came from the village. It seemed like it came from the south. The other side of the village.” More reason to be concerned about the war.
There hadn’t been any signs of war during their journey, though his father was always on edge for it. They’d come across a smoldering village a few years ago, completely destroyed and burned, but they’d ridden on and seen no other signs. The last few months had been uneventful, the kind of trip his father preferred. Other than passing a few small farms, they hadn’t even encountered many people since the last village. It was why they had needed to trade for food. There was only so much they could hunt along the way, and even with what they could hunt, they didn’t have the time to cure the meat.
“There shouldn’t have been anything that way.” His father took a deep breath before turning back to Hevith. “If Vard thinks we need to go, then get the wagon ready to depart. You’ll guide the lead wagon for now.”
Hevith glanced up at the sky. It was still dark, and probably the better part of a few hours before daylight came.
“What about trade?”
His father shook his head. “Your mother and Feder did their best, but we weren’t able to secure what we wanted. That might not matter now.”
Another deep rumbling of thunder came, this time coming from the earth rather than the sky.
This time, it felt closer.
Hevith wasn’t entire sure why he felt that way, only that the sense of it seemed to be nearer. There was something about it that left him on edge.
“Is that what you heard?” his father asked.
Hevith nodded. “That’s the fifth time. It’s been a while though.”
His father headed toward the space between the wagons and Hevith followed. Unlike with Vard, he had a sense that his father wanted him to come with him. Then again, his father had also wanted him to ready the wagons to depart. Usually that was something he did himself.
Rather than stepping out from the circle of the wagons, his father stood at the edge, peering out into the night. Hevith stood at his shoulder, looking beyond him.
“What do you see?” he asked.
“It’s not so much what I see.” His father shook his head slowly. “Sometimes it’s a matter of what you feel. You’ve been traveling most of your life, Hevith. You need to begin to know when things aren’t the way they should be.”
“Like with the village.”
“The village. The people there.” His father glanced over at the wagon. “Your mother did what she could to assuage them, but even when they came to trade, they acted oddly. That should have been enough of a sign that we needed to keep moving.”
His father took a deep breath, leaning forward but not stepping beyond the wagons.
“What are you concerned about?”
“Everything.” He spun back around and headed toward the center of the clearing. “Get the wagon ready, Hevith. I’m going to stir the others.”
The thunder didn’t come again, but neither did Vard.
Reaching the wagon, he climbed onto the top and started to gather everything together. Once he had everything secured, he waited. It didn’t take long for the horse master to hook the horses to the wagon.
Hevith pulled open the trap door leading down into the wagon, poking his head below. His mother and sister were still sleeping, lying alongside each other. Should he wake them?
His father would tell him to let his mother sleep. Usually after a long stretch of trading, she was tired. He never fully understood why that should be, other than she didn’t always enjoy the bartering back and forth to come to terms. Rest was necessary. His sister curled into their mother’s side, almost as if she were a child five years younger.
A soft whistle sounded and Hevith guided the wagon onto the road, taking the lead position. The others would follow in a tight circle, joining their wagon as they departed. His father stayed in the center of the circle until all the wagons had gotten onto the road, the two guards standing with him.
“We’re leaving already… Hevy. He has you driving the wagon?” Eliza asked, sticking her head up through the trapdoor and sweeping her gaze around. “Where’s Papa?”
Hevith pointed. “He’s down there directing us.”
“Why so early?”
“There was a strange sound.”
“Probably just you snoring.”
“I’m sure that’s what it was,” he said, laughing softly to himself.
“How do you know it wasn’t? You can’t hear yourself snore. I’m blessed with hearing it most nights, so I can tell you how loud it is, in case you wanted to know.” She made a loud snorting noise, grinning at him as she did.
Hevith shook his head, focusing on the road in front of him. When his father returned, he’d take the reins, but for now, it was on him to keep the wagons moving steadily along the road. He set the pace and determined the direction. Since he knew where they were heading, at least the general direction, he didn’t need much guidance on that, but the pace was a different matter.
Moving a little faster than their usual speed felt right. Without knowing the source of the thunder, and without knowing why that would unsettle his father as much as it had, he thought it made sense.
“I don’t know what it was. Whatever it was made both Vard and Father nervous.”
Eliza crawled up to sit next to him. She was quite a bit shorter than he was, and thin. Yawning deeply, she twisted on the seat to look behind her. “I wonder how much trade we were able to do.”
“I don’t think it was as much as they were hoping.”
“Why not?”
Hevith shook his head. “The village was strange.”
“You’re strange.”
“Thanks.” He glanced at his sister. She looked over at him, her gaze seeking something to keep her safe. “It’s probably nothing, Eliza. You know Father just wants to keep us all safe.”
“He doesn’t make us move at night that often.”
Hevith shook his head. “Not often.”
“The war, then. The Hith.”
“I doubt it’s them.”
Hevith focused on the road in front of him, thankful for the fading light of the mostly full moon. Without that light, it would be a lot more difficult to pick out the road in front of him. Even with it, the ruts were difficult to avoid, and the journey was bumpier than he liked. From his sister’s expression, she felt the same way.
“What’s taking Father so long to get back here?”
Hevith didn’t turn around to look, but he wondered the same thing. Where was his father? At the pace they were taking, Vard and the soldier might not be able to keep up with them.
“He got the others moving, then planned to wait on Vard.”
“You left without him?”
Hevith glanced over at his sister. “Father wanted me to leave.”
“Which is more reason for us to be concerned.”
He couldn’t argue with that.
He leaned forward, staring at the road, and barely managed to guide the horses around a particularly rutted stretch. The farther they went away from the city, the worse the road became. He had to be careful. He didn’t want to be the reason something happened to the wagon.
A steady thumping sound came and Hevith looked over as his father climbed onto the wagon. Hevith slid over on the seat, forcing his sister to the side, as their father took his place.
“Did Vard make it back?”
His father nodded. “He’s back.”
“What caused the noise?”
His father took the reins from Hevith and steered them confidently. “He wasn’t sure. When we started turning the wagons, he came back.”
“Hith?”
“Don’t know.”
“You think it might be.”
“I do,” his father whispered.
With a shake of the reins, the horses increased their step, guiding the wagons at an even faster pace—much more rapid than they usually took.
“Why don’t you wake your mother and have her join me?”
Climbing down into the wagon, Hevith stirred his mother awake and pointed to his father seated overhead. She frowned a moment before getting herself together and joining him. They shut the trapdoor, and Hevith knew he was to keep his sister company. And calm.
Taking a seat on the bench, he rested his head back. He was still tired, and he needed to sleep, but he wasn’t sure that he would be able to do so. Not without knowing more.
“What do you think it was?” Eliza asked.
Hevith glanced over at her. He couldn’t share with her the truth. It would only make her worry. “I don’t know.”
If it was the Hith, then he had to wonder if they’d be able to move quickly enough to stay ahead of them, and ahead of the war. After all the time they’d avoided it, could it finally have caught up to them?
Trying to fall asleep, Hevith struggled. Each time he nearly did, the memory of the thunder came to him and he jerked back awake. It was a long time before he finally succeeded in drifting off, and even then, his rest was fitful.



5
VOLATAR
THE WIND HAD DIED, leaving a hint of smoke hovering over everything. The stink of charred trees and burned grass filled the air, and I made a point of trying not to think about what else might have burned here. We remained on the fringe of the extremes of the war, far enough away that I wouldn’t have expected there to be destroyed villages like there had been decades ago this far north, but that was before encountering Shae.
“Do you hear it?” Coldan whispered.
“I don’t hear anything. Not here.”
The other man crouched in the darkness, staying near a massive tree and looking out over the road. It had taken the better part of three days for us to find any sign of the others he’d heard about from the man he’d beaten, long enough that I wasn’t even sure that we’d come across anything.
“You’re not listening.”
I looked forward, straining against the darkness and the haze of smoke, but wasn’t able to make anything out. There would be another way for me to find more information, but that involved skill I’d abandoned a while ago.
“I’ve been listening just as long as you have, and I don’t hear anything.”
“That’s my point,” Coldan whispered.
“That I don’t hear anything?”
He nodded. “Look at this place. As deep as we are into the woods, there should be other sounds here. There’s nothing.”
Straining to listen, I hated that he was right. There should be something else around us, but there wasn’t. Just the stillness to the air. A quiet sense. If I didn’t know better, I would call it peaceful.
The smoke made nothing here peaceful. Not really. There was only the sense of danger. Though I didn’t hear anything, I was aware of that danger and what it meant.
“I hear it,” I said.
“Good. Now do your thing.”
“My thing?”
“You know. Use your powers. Figure out what’s going on here.”
I huffed softly, careful not to disturb the silence around me too much. “You know that’s not how it works anymore.”
“Only because you don’t want to.”
“Because I can’t. That’s why we’re heading north.”
Coldan twisted toward me, flicking his gaze to Shae, who remained hidden in the trees, saying nothing. She’d been mostly silent during our travels over the last few days, though given what she’d been through, that wasn’t altogether surprising.
“You choose not to use it. They aren’t going to be able to help you any more than you helped yourself if you don’t want to use it.”
“That’s not how it works,” I said softly, all too aware that Shae listened. I still didn’t know how much of my other abilities she’d discovered. It was possible that she knew about what I could do, though she might not be sure how or what it meant. As far as I’d been able to tell, she was the one with the talent I’d detected.
“It’s not like that power is suddenly missing.”
I shook my head softly, turning away from him and facing the road. There was a barn in the distance I thought might be our target, but I wasn’t able to determine anything about it.
“The power isn’t missing, but the mindset necessary to reach it is,” I said.
Coldan probably couldn’t understand. We’d had the same argument many times since leaving, but in all that time, I hadn’t managed to convince him why it didn’t work the way it once had. How could he understand a power he couldn’t reach?
“Then I guess I’m going to have to figure out what’s going on here,” he said, creeping forward.
His sword was already unsheathed, and he held it tightly while moving forward.
Taking a deep breath, I followed. He glanced back, raising a finger to his lips as if he needed to silence me, forcing me to frown at him. We crept forward at a steady pace as we descended the slight slope leading toward the barn. The haze all around us left it difficult to make much out.
When we reached the road, I paused and glanced back at Shae. She stood near the tree line, one arm wrapped around the trunk, looking down on us. There was a slight energy coming off her, and in the haze and the moonlight, her skin seemed to glow softly.
It was almost enough to make me go back to her. That was the first sign of power I’d seen from her since we rescued her. Not that I was surprised. There was little doubt in my mind that she had power, but seeing it again reassured me.
“Are you coming?” Coldan hissed.
I nodded, jerking my attention back around and focusing on the task at hand. He needed me to be engaged and ready for what we had to do.
The stillness remained in the air. Even a slight breeze would be beneficial, anything that would carry the haze and smoke away, but that mist seemed to press upon us as we neared the barn.
The haze in the air was thicker to the west. As I glanced toward it, I thought I recognized something. Raising my hand to Coldan, I motioned for him to follow.
It took us away from the barn, but there was something I thought we needed to see. When he approached, I slowed.
The air stunk here. It seemed as if the grasses had been more heavily scorched in this section, and the trees that had ringed this place were nothing more than husks.
The ground rippled, mounds that seemed out of place. I moved carefully, approaching slowly, and realized what it was.
Bodies.
I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want to breathe. If I did, I’d be inhaling the ash of their remains.
“What is this?” Coldan whispered.
“This is who we came for,” I said. Glancing toward the hillside behind us, I could almost make out Shae as she stood near the trees, watching. We’d veered far enough away from the road that the smoke made it difficult to see much of anything.
“What did they do?”
I forced myself to look. I’d seen enough horror in my days that this shouldn’t trouble me, but it had been a while since the war had known such atrocities. We were supposed to have been past all of this. “Burned them alive, from the looks of it.”
Bodies looked to have been crawling over each other to escape. The idea that they’d been murdered like this left me filled with anger, and I forced that emotion down. That would serve no purpose other than to turn me into the very thing we’d been fighting against.
“We need to look in the barn,” he said.
“Why? This would be all of them.”
“Maybe not,” he said.
I sighed. He might be right. If there were others in the barn, we should take a look. Not that I expected much.
Motioning for us to get moving, Coldan started forward with a practiced grace. It was better that he took the lead. If we were met with steel, we’d need him to be the weapon. If we were met with magic, I’d need time to prepare.
At the barn, Coldan paused in front of the doors. They were closed, with a massive beam keeping them shut. The paint on the barn was faded slightly, more so now than it had appeared from a distance. It was a deep red, almost maroon, and in the darkness it looked like dried blood.
“What do they need to keep inside that they need a beam like that?” he whispered.
I shook my head.
Lowering his sword to the ground, Coldan hoisted the beam with his shoulder, shoving it up and out of place. Wood scraped against wood, loud against the night, and then he set it onto the ground.
The doors burst open.
Coldan barely reacted in time, scrambling to reach his sword. He dove, sweeping the blade up and around, prepared for what was coming from inside the barn.
I backed away. It was better for me to take stock of what was emerging. Through the darkness, it was difficult to tell.
Coldan danced forward. The man was skilled, powered by his connection to elaron: Quick reflexes carried him through his movements, sweeping his blade toward whoever and whatever was inside the barn. His sword whistled through the air and met steel, clanging against it.
Why would there have been something like that trapped inside the barn?
Backing farther away, I tried to focus, drawing on my connection to power.
It was times like these when I needed to be able to use that power, to draw upon it the way that I once did. If I could, none of this would have been an issue. We wouldn’t have been surprised by what came out of the barn. We wouldn’t have to worry about what we were facing. I would have been able to remove the threat.
A soft gasp behind me caught my attention.
Shae.
Spinning, I pulled my sword from its sheath and darted back toward the trees. I wasn’t nearly as skilled as Coldan, but he’d worked with me over the years and had trained me to the point where I could handle myself in a fight. That, alongside some of my earliest training, allowed me the luxury of believing I could help Shae.
When I neared, I found three men facing her. I recognized the cut and style of their dark gray jackets and pants. I should have detected the Hith before now.
Shae had her hands held in front of her, though she was otherwise unarmed.
They didn’t seem to notice my approach.
Slipping forward, I swung the sword. My blade cut through a shoulder, and the first man dropped. He screamed as he fell.
That was all the surprise I was going to have.
The other two men turned toward me, ready for the attack.
They were skilled and accustomed to fighting together, positioning themselves in such a way that I would have to pay attention to both of them at the same time. It forced me back, but thankfully that took me away from Shae.
Switching my stance, I tried to keep my position, but I was standing on the down side of the hill, making my head an ideal target.
When one of the men darted toward me, I swung my sword up to deflect, twisting to avoid the next attack, and spun off to the side.
They were quicker than me.
The only way I’d be able to get out of this would be if Coldan realized where I was, but then, Coldan was dealing with his own threat. He might not even know that I needed him.
My footing slipped.
When I dropped to the ground, I rolled to the side, trying to avoid one of their swords. My back slammed into a nearby tree and I scrambled to put it between me and the attackers, ready for their next assault.
None came.
Shae cried out.
Jumping back to my feet, I came around the side of the tree cautiously, uncertain what I might find. They had Shae by both arms, a man on either side of her. One of them had his sword jammed up against her throat. All it would take would be a single slice…
“Drop your sword.”
I flicked my gaze to the blade and then to Shae. There was uncertainty in her eyes. She didn’t know me and didn’t know how I might respond.
Were she someone else, I might…
No. I knew what I would do. It was what I’d been doing my entire life.
I started to bring the sword down.
When it was on the ground, I raised my hands in front of me.
“You don’t want her,” I said.
The man with the sword pointed at her made a movement as if he were going to jab it into her. I clenched my jaw, trying to fight down the irritation rising within me. That wasn’t what I wanted to embrace. It was the other side of my power, the part that I had failed to hold on to. That would be far more useful in a situation like this.
“Step away from your sword and she might live,” the other man said.
I shook my head. “You won’t kill her. She’s too valuable for you to kill.”
It was a gamble, but I thought I was right. It was the reason they had abandoned their attack on me. They had me on the ground, easily defeated, but they’d slipped away to go after Shae. That told me she was the one they wanted.
“No one is too valuable to kill.”
“Even a Chosen of the Jahor?”
I avoided her gaze as I said it. I knew what she’d be thinking, and there was no way around it, but I also knew what I needed to do.
Their lack of response told me that they’d already realized who and what Shae was.
I avoided the urge to glance toward the barn.
A trap.
Coldan was in danger.
Hot anger boiled within me.
In my years of study, I had learned to command two of the distinct types of great magic. One had made me the Volatar. It was what had made me powerful. Dangerous in the war. The strength of the elaron had allowed me to do so much to help my people.
The other had made me deadly. It also made me conflicted. The ne’rash was a darker magic. Violent. Explosive.
Because of those distinct types of power, one often overpowered the other. While the ne’rash was the easier to reach these days, I could do far more with the elaron. That was the reason Coldan had traveled north with me.
The only problem was that I didn’t have complete control over it now. I could detect it in others, those like Shae, but I couldn’t command it the way I once had been able to do. That power was still within me, but untapped and uncontrollable.
Not like the ne’rash.
That was easy. Anger was easy, like adding fuel to a fire.
It was the power I reached for.
I focused that anger.
There was little control to using the power of the ne’rash. It was a matter of harnessing what existed within me and letting the anger serve as a focus.
In this case, it was fear for Coldan that served as my focal point. I wished I could claim it was Shae, but I didn’t know her well enough.
Turning toward the man holding the sword, I unleashed the power.
The ground exploded at his feet.
The next man was thrown back by a lance of dark power, a thick vine of power that struck him in the chest, tossing him away from Shae.
“Come on.” My voice was harder, harsher than it usually was, though I tried to mask that. I never fully embraced the power of the ne’rash, so I had a measure of control over the form it took within me, unlike others who let the power fill them. They were able to do more with it, but they were consumed by it as well.
Shae stared at me before turning toward the men I’d attacked. I didn’t have any sense of remorse. They were gone. The power of the ne’rash had claimed them.
“Now,” I snapped.
Shae followed me down the hill as I strode toward the barn.
There was still a sense of movement. Whatever Coldan faced hadn’t finished yet. When we neared, I found him inside the barn, fending off five soldiers. He was holding his own, but his shoulder had been injured and blood seeped from a wound on his chest.
It only added to the flames of my anger.
Lashing out at the nearest of the attackers, I struck with the ne’rash. Power slammed into him, throwing him back, and he landed with a loud thud. The next went flying away before noticing I was there. By the time I had turned to the third, they realized they no longer faced only a single swordsman.
Anger filled me.
I tried not to look at Coldan. The calming look in his eye would diminish my power, as it often did. He would slow the burning within me, that steady roiling that wanted me to unleash it.
Two men started toward me.
Power filled me, building quickly.
I raised my hands, sweeping them out to the sides, ready to unleash it on the Hith.
One fell. Then another.
Coldan stood behind them, sword dripping with blood.
Power flowed through me and needed to be released, but I didn’t have a target for it. The men were gone.
“Let it go,” he said softly.
I turned toward him, anger flaring. He would take away my kill? He would steal that from me? He would…
Coldan took a step toward me, sword lowered. “Let it go. They’re gone. You can relax.”
Relax. There was no relaxing when filled with the power of the ne’rash. There was only the edge, the rage that flowed within me, that part of me that needed to embrace the power.
All it would take would be for me to succumb to it. I had done so once before, and knew just how powerful I could be when I did, but it had taken me the better part of a year to come out of it. Even then, I’d been changed. The power that I was able to reach had become different.
“You can let it go. There’s nothing more for you to do here.”
Taking a deep breath, I focused on the power that was within me. If I didn’t release it, I had to suppress it, and I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to. That power wanted to be released. It needed to be unleashed.
If I did, it would kill.
That was the price of that power. The toll it exacted. It was required payment.
Staring at Coldan, watching the soft compassion in his eyes, I couldn’t force that price to be paid.
Slowly, I pushed away that power.
It dissipated slowly, but it finally left.
Coldan watched. I was never certain how he knew, but he always seemed aware of when I had fully pushed the power away. He was the only person who dared challenge me when I was filled with that power, the only one who recognized that it was just a part of me, but not the only part. He was the only one I hadn’t scared away.
“Are you better?” he whispered.
“I think so.”
“Good.” He swept his gaze around the inside of the barn. There wasn’t much I was able to make out, though when I was in the grip of the ne’rash, I could see it all, as if a great bonfire were raging within. “This was planned.”
“For her,” I whispered. My voice had returned to something resembling normalcy, though it still felt raw. Having held on to as much power as I had, there was a part of me that remained on edge. It would take time for that sensation to fade.
We’d come here thinking we’d find others like Shae, but there weren’t others. Not alive, at least.
“What was that?” I heard Shae whisper to Coldan as they followed me from the barn. “I’ve only seen something like that with the—”
“Don’t say it. That’s not what he is,” Coldan said. I wasn’t sure if he pitched his words loud enough for me to hear intentionally or not. “That’s why we’re heading north. We need to help him find balance. We need him.”
“Why? Who is he?”
“Now? I don’t know. Don’t think he could answer that for you either. He doesn’t like it when I use his name, so I don’t. The other names he’s gone by are what mattered.”
I reached the hillside, making a point of heading away from the fallen soldiers and avoiding the field of burning bodies. Shae didn’t need to see that.
“Who was he?”
“Him? Only the reason the war stopped for nearly a dozen years.”
She sucked in a sharp breath. “The Volatar.”
She said it in a whisper, but it carried to me.
How could it not?
It was a title I’d embraced. A name I had once relished. Now it was a mockery.
“Come on. We need to keep moving.”
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HEVITH
THE WAGON JOSTLED from side to side, swaying with the movement across the road. Hevith tried to ignore each movement, wanting to rest, but every time he settled his head down to sleep, the suddenness of the jostling snapped him back awake.
“Would you stop moving so much?”
He cocked open one of his eyes. He tried to remind himself that his sister was scared. He understood that emotion all too well. “I can’t sleep.”
“You just have to let the wagon rock you to sleep.”
“I think we both need to go back to sleep, Eliza,” he tried to soothe her.
“I would have were it not for you rolling over and kicking each time you awaken. Now go back to sleep.”
Hevith glanced toward the window. No light streamed in, though it had been like that for the better part of the last few hours. Ever since they’d turned onto this rockier road, he hadn’t been able to sleep the way he wanted or needed to. As much as he tried, he couldn’t find a way to relax enough. Yet there was no recurrence of the explosions that had chased them from the village.
The wagon rocked and she rolled, kicking him in the side. “That’s what it feels like when you jerk your body around.” She snorted loudly again. “And that’s what it sounds like when you snore all night.”
Hevith sat up and leaned toward her. She clutched her blanket tightly. “It’s going to be okay.”
Eliza rested her head back on the seat and closed her eyes, making a point of ignoring him. She grabbed at her pale yellow dress and tossed it over her legs, covering herself like a blanket.
Hevith didn’t have the same luxury with his clothes. There was a chill in the air, and he had to try to ignore it. His parents didn’t have any spare blankets inside the wagon. They needed them for sitting atop the wagons and guiding them through the night.
Resting his head again, he tried to find a way to sleep, but the wagon hit a deep rut and he was tossed onto his sister. She cried out, pushing him off her.
“Quiet!” their mother hissed from above.
There came a soft thumping of movement, and a hatch in the top of the wagon opened and her face appeared. In the darkness, it was difficult to make out much of her expression, but Hevith knew his mother and he recognized the tone of voice. He’d heard it often enough over the years.
“We need to be as quiet as we can moving through here,” she whispered.
“Why, Mama?” Eliza asked.
“We’re going to cross the Norilav Forest and be on our way.”
They’d been moving quickly if they were so close to Norilav already.
When his mother disappeared and closed the hatch overhead, Hevith pulled open the window to look outside. Nothing but darkness stretched around them. He couldn’t make out anything about the landscape.
“The Hith are coming. That’s what Papa fears.”
“We’re traveling as quickly—and safely—as we can,” Hevith said.
She scooted close to him, now on the same side of the wagon and peering over his shoulder. “Do you see anything?”
“Nothing much. It’s too dark.”
“I hear the Hith use their magic to darken everything in the forest so people aren’t able to move through here that easily. They probably already know we’re here.” When he looked over at her, she shivered. “That’s the kind of magic they have. Vard has said—”
A sharp knock on the top of the wagon made her cut off.
“Vard likes to tell stories. You know that,” Hevith whispered.
“Vard has traveled almost as much as Papa. With what he’s seen, he knows things.”
Vard liked telling stories. There was a time when Hevith enjoyed hearing them.
“What if the Hith magic is real?” she asked.
Hevith stared into the darkness. The night seemed more overcast than most, but it wasn’t unnaturally dark. The day had been cloudy, which made the night moonless and dim. Plus it didn’t help that they were probably traveling through a dense forest with trees all around. At least, they had been before he’d attempted to rest.
The trapdoor leading to the top of the wagon opened. Vard crawled down, favoring his right leg as he did, settling onto the seat next to Eliza. She took his hand and he smiled at her through his scarred jaw.
“Your parents wanted me to come down and make sure you were settled. They say there’s too much noise coming from inside this wagon. Now, mind you, I don’ much hear anything the way I once did. I’ve been told I’m too old.” He shot Hevith a look.
“We don’t want to draw the attention of the Hith,” Eliza said.
“I don’t think there are any of the Hith out there,” Hevith said gently.
Vard looked over, nodding at him. “Well, there may not be no Hith around us now, but that don’ mean there are no Hith anywhere here. Last time I was through Norilav, I was still hotheaded and filled with the piss of youth.” Eliza giggled and Vard smiled. “No Hith here then, but with what we heard back in the village, it’s likely Hith were involved, ’specially with as dark as it is outside. That’s what we’re concerned about.”
“You don’t think it’s just going to rain?” Eliza asked.
“Ah, the Hith won’t harm a simple wagon caravan like ours. We mean nothing to them, and they’ll want the trade in Norilav, same as other places want it. They don’t want to risk losing the trade of larger caravans, so they probably won’t be messing with smaller caravans like ours,” Vard said.
Hevith arched a brow at Vard. “Probably?”
The older man just shrugged. “Not much to say about it. That’s why your parents want to move us through here as quickly as they can. They don’ want to be caught if the Hith decide to take a different approach than usual, you know what I mean?”
Eliza sat up. “I don’t
know what you mean. What might they do?”
“These days, probably not much.”
“Only these days?”
“There was a time when it was something else. Something terrible,” Vard said softly.
“Well, the Hith have magic, so given the darkness, they could come in and attack us, take what we have, and be gone before we even have any idea of what’s coming.” Eliza turned to Vard. “Isn’t that right?”
“It could be right, but like I be telling you, they’re probably not all that interested in us. We aren’t big enough to bother. Norilav and Yarshin beyond needs trade just like any other place. Don’ you be worrying, Eliza—your pa will keep us safe. He drives the wagons as well as anyone I’ve been around. Knows the lands well too. Even those he ain’t never been to. Studies like a scholar, that one does.”
He glanced up at the closed door in the top of the wagon. “Your ma wanted you sleeping,” he said to Eliza. “She said you’d both be sour in the morn if you didn’t get the rest you need. I need to get back up top to keep watch.”
Hevith glanced back toward the open window.
“Stay with me a minute longer,” Eliza said.
Vard smiled at her, glancing at the window before looking back at her. “I ’spose I can stay a little longer.”
“What’s Norilav like?”
“Norilav be a quiet place most of the time. The only time I come through here before was back when I was little older than Hevy. Still soldiering then, you know.”
“You were soldiering most of your life,” Eliza said.
“Yeah, but everything was different then. Hell, I was different then.”
Eliza giggled again, not realizing the dark turn Vard’s tone had taken. She clutched her blanket against her. “What happened when you were here?”
“Saw some fightin’. Saw it in many places, so Norilav ain’t no different. Lost a few I cared for then.” His voice was softer as he said the last, and he forced a smile. It almost seemed as if the darkness were lightening up a little, enough that Hevith was able to make out more of Vard’s features. “Always seem to lose some I like. Harder losing them than those I don’, but losing men is losing men.”
“How did you lose them?”
“Soldierin’ can be a tough business, Ms. Eliza. I guess I’m lucky I survived to last as long as I did.”
“Papa said it wasn’t luck. He says even at your age, you’re the best fighter we have with us.”
Vard chuckled. “Now, that may have been true once, but there’s been a long time since I be the best fighter. Not that I want to prove it, mind you. I’d much prefer to talk my way out of a fight.” He turned his gaze to Hevith. “That was one of the hardest lessons I learned when I was still filled with piss. Not all fights need fightin’. Sometimes, you got to talk your way out of them. Those are the best ones. You can avoid the killin’ and you can avoid the dyin’.”
“Why did you come into Norilav?” Hevith asked. Vard didn’t always talk about his days fighting. It surprised him that he’d do so now.
“Got hired to come here. When money talks, my body walks. So I came. Did my job. Moved on.”
“Did you ever see any of the Hith?” Eliza asked.
“Now what kind of question is that?” Vard asked her.
“I just thought that with what you know about the Hith, you might have seen them.”
“If I had seen one of the Hith, I wouldn’t be sittin’ here next to you. At the time, I thought I could have taken them on my own, but now I think it’s probably for the best I never did run into any of them. Doubt I would have come through.”
A quick tap came on the top of the wagon and Vard frowned before getting to his feet. “Seems your pa needs me. Now, do the two of you think you can keep it quiet back here? It sounded like two squirrels caught in a cage.” Eliza laughed. “You don’ want to be two squirrels, and you really don’ want to be caught in a cage.” He flashed a grin as he pulled the trapdoor open and started back up.
He moved with a slight hitch as he climbed steadily back to the top of the wagon.
“What is it?” Vard asked more loudly than Hevith thought he should if they were to be quiet. Wasn’t Vard the one who was supposed to be keeping them from getting too loud?
“I need you to be alert,” his father said.
Hevith got to his feet and started toward the door when Vard reached down toward them, pulling on the door. “Stay with your sister, Hevy. She be needin’ you.”
The door closed, shutting Hevith back inside with his sister.
Turning his attention to the window, he looked out into the darkness. There wasn’t anything out there that he could see all that well, though it seemed to him that the wagons started moving more quickly. They were jostled with more force and he was thrown off his feet, landing on the seat next to Eliza.
She looked up at him, worry flashing in her eyes. “Do you think it’s the Hith?”
He wanted to say something reassuring to his sister, but with the way they were rolling through here, he didn’t think he could. “I don’t know.”
They raced along the road, more quickly than Hevith knew his father cared to go.
When he looked back out the window, he couldn’t help but feel as if the darkness thickened, though that had to be his imagination—didn’t it?



7
HEVITH
THE CHILL to the air washing over Hevith left him uncomfortable. Fatigue from a night spent sleeping poorly made him irritable, though when it came to his sister, he tried to ignore it. She needed comfort. If he couldn’t comfort Eliza, how could he comfort the whole caravan when he was wagon master?
As he huddled in front of the small fire, arms wrapped around himself for warmth, he tried to ignore her moving behind him.
“You need to settle,” he said softly.
“I’m sorry!”
Hevith rolled so he could look at her through heavy-lidded eyes. The thick smoke from the still-damp wood didn’t help, but the warmth was welcome, especially after everything they’d been through the night before. They had traveled quickly. There hadn’t been any further sign of Hith or whatever had pursued them.
“You’re moving around like a bee bouncing from flower to flower.” He smiled as he said it, though his sister only flushed.
“I couldn’t sleep. Now my body is angry at me.”
“I understand.” Hevith turned back to the fire, wrapping his arms more tightly around himself.
“Mama said—”
“Mama said what?” Their mother appeared around the back of one of the nearest wagons, a heavy brown cloak slung over her shoulders and tired lines around the corners of her eyes.
“Nothing, Mama,” Eliza said.
Their mother tsked and turned to him. “You’ve been sitting by the fire long enough. You need to go and see if your father needs any help with the wagons.”
Hevith got to his feet. As he wound past the row of wagons, he hurried toward where he heard Jal in the distance, but voices off to the right of the path caught his attention. Vard and two of the other hired soldiers were speaking quietly and quickly. Bengan, a younger soldier with a long scar over one eye, motioned animatedly toward the trees. Vard stared at them as if he might be able to find the answer to some puzzle.
“You sure ’bout that?” Vard asked.
“As sure as I can be. Followed the sound of it for a while, but then it began to fade. Pretty distinctive.”
“Dogs’ balls. That’s not what we need to be dealin’ with on top of everything else. Guess I’m gonna have to tell Nevan we need to keep pushin’. Best be ready.”
“You know we are.”
Vard regarded him for a long moment before heading along the row of wagons. Hevith raced after him, finally catching up near the lead wagon.
“What did Bengan see?” he asked.
Vard glanced over his shoulder. “Ah, well, between the Hith or slavers, don’ be nothin’ good in these woods.”
“Did you see signs of the Hith?”
Vard shook his head. “Nothing but what we saw the other night.”
“Slavers, then?” They were always a danger, but a caravan their size didn’t draw that kind of attention, especially with the soldiers they hired.
“I know how to keep the wagons safe as I can. We’ll get to Yarshin and figure our way from there.”
Hevith didn’t know what else to say about that. If there were slavers, there wasn’t anything he’d be able to do. “I’m supposed to find my father. Have you seen him?”
Vard motioned toward the front of the caravan. “Your pa be down there. Still inspectin’ the wagons, though I don’ know what he thinks to find. Road was smooth as a baby’s backside.”
“You thought that was smooth?”
“For how fast we done ran? I think that was pretty smooth. Back when I was younger, the roads weren’t nearly as nice as they are now. There was a time when I had to help push my horse out a rut so deep, I could barely see over the top of it. Damn near got my head caved in when I did it, too. Least you don’t have to deal with that.”
As Hevith approached the lead wagon, he heard the distinct sound of his father’s voice. It was muted, and it wasn’t until he got a little closer that he was able to see why.
“It might last another few leagues, but we’ll have to change it out before too long, Nevan.” This came from Jonat, his father’s most trusted help. Jonat and his family had been traveling with them for as long as Hevith could remember. The man could fix anything.
“How long will we be out of commission?” his father asked.
“With this axle? Probably the better part of a couple of days.”
Hevith ducked down to see his father beneath the wagon. He was lying on the ground, looking up at the underside of the wagon, a measured expression on his face. “What is it?”
His father glanced over at him. “Hevith. Come under here.”
Hevith lowered himself to the ground and rolled under the wagon. From what he could tell, the axle looked no different than any others he’d seen, though he didn’t often take the time to look at them from this viewpoint. It wasn’t typical for his father to make the inspections himself.
“Do you see it?” his father asked.
“The axle?”
“What about the axle?”+
Hevith studied it, trying to understand what his father had seen and what about it worried not only his father, but Jonat. Having Jonat concerned was probably the greater issue. If he worried about something, then there was a reason.
The wood looked smooth and no different than he would have expected. As he studied it, he couldn’t tell whether there was anything amiss, though the longer he stared, the less confident he was.
“I don’t see anything.”
“The lighting is difficult,” Jonat said. “Try from a different angle.”
Hevith looked over at him. Jonat was older—already into his thirties—and had raven-dark hair he kept pulled back in a band behind his head. Hevith tried to flash a smile of thanks but in the shadows, he wasn’t sure how much Jonat was able to see.
Scooting along the ground, he tried to find a different angle as the other man suggested. Moving along the ground didn’t seem to make a difference. Regardless of how he shifted, he didn’t see anything different than before. As far as he could tell, the axle was fine.
As he started to say something, he caught himself.
Anything they would have seen would be subtle. It would have to be if it wasn’t completely damaged now and would be able to wait. Which meant he could study it more closely and might be able to figure out what they wanted him to perceive.
Looking from this angle, he noticed a small line along the axle that he hadn’t noticed from a different viewpoint. “Is that it?” He pointed to the line, running his finger along it. Understanding swept through him. “It’s cracked.”
“Good,” his father said. “And hard to identify. You’ve got a keen eye. You’re going to need it. A crack like that will spread until the axle is completely damaged. If we’re lucky, it happens while we’re stopped and no one is injured. If we’re unlucky, then the axle breaks, the wagons crash, and whoever is in this one—and the one that crashes into this one—can be hurt.” His father looked over at Jonat. “Seal it with tar and try to wrap it to secure it.”
Jonat nodded slowly, scratching at his sharp nose. “That might work. Should buy us a few days.”
“It’s not the days I’m concerned about.”
His father nudged him, and Hevith rolled back out from under the wagon. His father followed and looked toward the forest, letting out a heavy breath.
“Vard mentioned slavers.”
“That’s what I understand. These lands can be a bit fickle. And depending on what we encounter, we need to be prepared to move quickly.” His father glanced back at the wagon. “Something like that makes it so we can’t move quite as quickly as I would like.”
His father smiled, though it didn’t spread to his eyes. They remained tight, faint lines running along their corners. Whatever troubled him wouldn’t ease.
“Vard will keep us safe.”
“I know he will. I trust him. He was a good soldier, and that was why we brought him on to begin with, but now it’s his experience and his understanding of these lands I value. He knows them, just as he knows how we need to travel. Not all places are safe for traders, Hevith. That’s something you’ll need to understand by the time you take over the wagons. That’s why we have men like Vard and the others. We need to be safe.”
His father stared into the forest, falling silent.
“I could help if we need me to. Vard has been working with me—”
“He’s working with you so you know how to protect yourself. Not for you to fight.” He shook his head, glancing toward the trees. “We’re going to get moving regardless. I don’t like this place anyway. There’s a sense of darkness here.”
Hevith shivered. He couldn’t help it.
“It won’t be long until we’re past this forest. Then we can keep heading on to Yarshin.”
“There’s something more in Yarshin than trade,” Hevith said.
His father nodded slowly. “There is. With the war moving as quickly as it is, Yarshin might be the last place we can find shelter.”
“We’re stopping?” That surprised him.
“Perhaps some of us. Maybe not all. It depends on what we find.”
“What are you concerned about finding?”
His father glanced past him.
Hevith turned and noticed his mother watching, a strange expression in her eyes.
“We should be safe enough there to make the repairs,” his father said. “And probably more than a few sales.” His father clapped him on the back.
Hevith headed back toward the fire but found it had already been extinguished. The sounds of activity all around alerted him to the fact that the wagons were preparing to depart. There was something his father hadn’t told him. It troubled him.
There was something more than just trade in Yarshin, but what? Better yet, why would his father keep it from him?
He found Eliza talking to Tera, Jonat’s five-year-old daughter. When he approached, their hushed whispering faded.
“What do you want, Hevy?” Eliza asked.
Tera smiled and stuck her tongue out at him. She’d been spending far too much time with Eliza.
“Father said we’re getting ready to go. You should go find your wagon,” he said to Tera.
“Eliza told me we could travel together today. You can ride with Seban.”
Seban was seven and followed Hevith everywhere. He was a good kid but more than anything, Hevith wanted to make sure his sister was safe while they traveled.
“Your father wouldn’t mind if you traveled with Seban.”
Hevith’s mother approached from behind and he straightened. “He was telling me—”
“You can ride in my wagon,” Tera said.
His mother nodded. “Your father can call you forward. Besides, it will do you good to see what you can do to reassure others in the wagons. Regardless of their age.”
Both of his parents tried to prepare him for when he would lead the wagons, but they did it in different ways.
Jonat’s wagon was usually in the middle of the caravan. It was by design. Because he was often responsible for repairs, having him near the middle made him more accessible.
His father came toward them and offered a tight smile. Hevith knew the look. He was worried.
“Go on,” his mother said to him.
He started to turn.
“What was that about?” his father asked.
“Just trying to nudge him a little. He’s perfectly willing to lead, but he still needs to be pushed.”
Hevith slowed to listen.
“We’ve got time,” he said.
“Do we? With everything going on, it might take a push to get him to do what he needs. What we need.”
Hevith could tell they trailed off, saying nothing more. He hurried on toward Jonat’s wagon. His parents worried about his ability to lead? They hadn’t mentioned that before, so why now?
When he reached the wagon, Jonat pulled it open. “Hevy. What can I help you with? Your father knows I’m working on a correction for the axle. I should have it ready within a few minutes. I’ll probably use wire to start with, wrap the axle for support, and fashion something more solid when we stop for the night. I know he wants to get moving so we can stay ahead of the…” Jonat shook his head, twisting his long hair with one hand. “Anyway. What can I do for you?”
“My mother thought I should ride with Seban today. It sounds like Tera and Eliza are going to ride together.”
Jonat tilted his head to the side and looked toward the front of the caravan. “Are they? That’s nice of Eliza. She knows how much Tera looks up to her. It’s been hard on her ever since Jayne left with her parents.”
Hevith nodded. Jayne had been about Tera’s age, and the three girls had stayed together while her family had traveled with the caravan. As one of the hired soldiers, another job had called Jayne’s father away. That and a bit of stability. Corath had been given the opportunity to remain within Lopas, a small country they’d traveled through that was generally safe.
“Would you mind if I rode with him today?”
“Mind?” A smile spread across Jonat’s narrow face. “I think that would be great. I won’t have to worry about him while we’re traveling if he has you with him.” Jonat stepped down from the wagon. “I guess I can get to work on the axle now.”
The inside of the wagon had a slight odor to it, and Hevith wrinkled his nose while climbing inside. Seban sat at the window, hands gripping the bars, staring out. He was small for his age and shared the same pale complexion his mother had before her passing.
“Hey there, Seban. I hear you wouldn’t mind if I traveled with you.”
The boy looked in his direction for a moment before turning his attention back out the window. “You don’t have to sit with me. I know you’d rather travel with your father.”
Hevith stepped fully into the wagon and took a seat on the far side. “That’s not it at all. I’d like to ride with you today.” His mother wanted him to learn something from this, and if that involved him trying to work out how to help Seban, then he’d do it.
“What if I don’t want you to?”
That might be a blessing, though Hevith wasn’t about to say that. His mother wanted him to ride with Seban, and when it came to the well-being of the caravan, she had a knack for knowing who needed extra attention. In this case, it seemed as if she had decided that Seban—or more likely, Jonat—needed the extra care. It wasn’t all that long since his wife Meryl had died.
“If you don’t want me to stay, then I won’t, but I thought the two of us could spend the ride together.”
Seban said nothing as he continued to stare out the window.
“What are you looking at?” Hevith asked. He had to at least try drawing Seban out.
He didn’t say anything at first. “Do you think they’re really out there?”
“The Hith?” Seban nodded. “I don’t know. We’ve been trying to stay ahead of the war for so long that I just don’t know.”
“They’ve invaded so many places in the south.”
Hevith nodded. “Adding to their empire.”
“Why would they want to come here?”
He sighed. Hevith rested his head back, looking up toward the top of the wagon. Much like his parents’ wagon, a hatch on the inside made it so those atop would be able to enter the inside. He drifted off without meaning to, the long night of sleeplessness finally catching up to him, and when they started off, he was barely aware of it, only noting the steady swaying of the wagons beneath them.
“I don’t know. We’ll be—"
A knock came at the top of the wagon, and the trap door popped open. Hevith looked up.
“Your father needs you,” Jonat said.
Hevith glanced over at Seban. He was resting, and given the steady rocking of the wagons, perhaps that was for the best.
Hevith scrambled to the top of the wagon quickly. He had always been a good climber and he pulled himself up, flipping to the top of the wagon and looking along the length of the wagon caravan. Trees lined either side of the road, towering high overhead.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know. Something came up. He wanted your help.”
Hevith noted how quickly the wagons were rumbling along the ground. They were moving far more rapidly than his father typically preferred, which suggested just how nervous his father was at what was taking place.
Hevith jumped down to the ground and jogged toward the lead wagons. When he neared, Vard looked down at him, reaching out a hand to help Hevith climb up near his parents.
“What is it, Father?”
His father’s face was drawn and he flicked his gaze around, looking into the trees. “I’m not sure, but I’m uncomfortable. We’ve been moving as quickly as we safely can—probably faster than I would like—and I still don’t know that we’re moving quickly enough. I need you to be ready to lead part of the caravan.”
“What do you mean?”
“There is a fork in the road coming up. We’re going to split off.”
“What do you mean we’re going to split off?”
“Just what I said. I need you to take the majority of the caravan. I’m going to stay behind, make sure that if anything is following, we can keep it from catching up with the rest of the wagons.” His father raised his hand. “Don’t challenge me on this, Hevith. It’s time for you to lead. This might be nothing, but I don’t know what’s going to happen here. The people need us now. Need you. It’s your turn to lead. Can you do this?”
Hevith locked eyes with his father. There was a weight to the way he asked the question.
Hevith had been raised to lead the wagon caravan, but this was something different. He could feel it, and he recognized that whatever it was his father asked him to do now meant he was in charge of the wagons.
He had no choice but to meet that challenge.
“I can do it, Father.”
His father nodded slowly. “Three wagons back. Take them, and when you reach the fork in the road, I want you to guide them toward Yarshin. Move quickly, and if all goes well, I will circle back around and join you. You can lead them, can’t you?”
Hevith took a deep breath and glanced at Vard. “You will have soldiers watching you?”
“I’d rather have Vard and the others keeping the caravan safe.” His father looked around. “If for some reason we get separated, go north. Take the star Inilahr and follow it until you see it fade. You’ll find something there.”
“What?”
His father shook his head. “That’s all I know. But when you reach it, you’ll know.” He smiled sadly. “That’s what I was told. That, and one other thing. Speak these words: anulahr ah traml und. Old bonds must form anew.”
“What does it mean?”
“The gods only know, Hevith. But go! We’ll be behind you.”
Hevith scrambled off the top of the wagon, climbing to the third wagon back—Daven’s wagon, a man who’d been with them for years—and took a seat. “My father wants me to lead the caravan as the first two wagons split off.”
Daven nodded. He had a thick beard and ruddy cheeks, with hollowed eyes that looked as if he were always sleepy, though Hevith knew otherwise. Daven was clever. “If that’s what your father wants.”
Hevith sat up, taking the reins, and noticed the fork in the road in the distance.
It seemed to him that the forest pressed toward the road with an intensity, almost as if there was something about the forest itself that was trying to crowd the wagons away. A heaviness clung to the air, a weight that seemed to come from the dampness within it, but also from something else.
When they reached the fork, Hevith guided the wagons, finding himself suddenly on the lead wagon when his father steered the first two wagons away. Vard remained on the road, watching as the caravan passed, and Hevith looked back to watch as Vard climbed onto one of the rear wagons.
Tension built within Hevith.
He guided the wagons as quickly and safely as he could. A chill seemed to come to the air, one that only rose in the hour after leaving his parents and their wagon. It occurred to him that his sister had stayed with his parents, which worried him. If something were to happen to his father, then shouldn’t Eliza have come with the rest of the caravan?
Darkness seemed to swirl around, even darker than it should be, almost as if a heavy storm cloud began to conceal the sky. Yet no thunder followed, nothing that would explain what had changed.
He glanced over at Daven, preparing to say something, when his skin tingled.
Then the wagon suddenly crashed off to the side.
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CHAOS SURROUNDED HIM. Hevith tried to make sense of what had just happened, but he wasn’t able to do so. There was the sound of shouting, though it was either muted or distorted by the ringing in his ears. His head hurt and his vision was blurry, forcing him to blink. A maroon stain over his vision left him unsettled, and when he wiped at it, he smeared blood.
“Daven?” His voice croaked and he tried to look up to see what had happened when the wagon tipped over. There had been storm clouds, but there hadn’t been any other sign of a storm. Had they been struck by lightning, or had the axle of this wagon been damaged as well?
He got to his feet, realizing that he’d ended up in the forest somehow. Turning toward the wagons, he found the nearest was aflame.
There could be people in there.
His people.
Movement nearby caught his attention, and he jerked his head around.
“Hevy. You’re here. Damn, boy, but it’s good to see you.” Blood stained Vard’s cheeks and there was a cut above one eye, dripping down onto his face. The blade of the sword in his hands was stained crimson.
“Vard? What happened?”
The other man glanced down and Hevith followed his gaze.
Seban.
He lay unmoving.
Vard crouching next to the boy and placed his hand on his neck. He paused a moment before standing and slamming his sword into the sheath. “Still alive. For now. Need to get you moving.”
“I can help.” He looked at the blood on Vard’s face. “You’ve been training—”
“So you don’ have to fight. Need to lead. Get moving.”
“Moving where?” Hevith asked.
Vard nodded toward the front of the caravan, or where the front of the caravan should be. The wagon he’d been riding on was destroyed. There wasn’t any sign of Daven. “We’ve got to get movin’. There will be others. I’ll do what I can to buy you time.”
Hevith staggered forward. Someone lay on the ground in front of him and he slowed to look. The only thing visible was a pair of legs. The stockings suggested one of the women, but he couldn’t see the rest of her. Part of a wagon rested on her.
Hevith tore his gaze away, hurrying forward.
“Was this the Hith?” he asked.
Vard took a deep breath, nodding once. “Probably. Didn’t get much of a look, so can’t say for certain. Which is why we’ve got to get movin’. Gather those we can…”
“I thought you said we wouldn’t be able to outrun the Hith.”
“We might not be able to. That don’ mean we’re not goin’ to try. Now keep movin’, Hevy.”
He looked along the line of wagons. There was nothing but remains of the caravan. Nothing more to find.
“What happened?” he whispered.
He paused at one wagon and found Nevlin. The boy and his parents hadn’t traveled with them for long. Hevith’s breath caught as he reached for him, hoping against hope that he’d be fine. When he pulled Nevlin forward, the boy’s limp body told Hevith everything that he needed to know.
“He’s gone, Hevy,” Vard whispered, squeezing his shoulder gently.
“Where are the others?”
They should be here.
Even if they were nothing more than bodies, they should be here.
“I don’ know. Didn’t see. I was out like you.”
“The Hith wouldn’t take them.”
“Wouldn’t they? Don’ know what the Hith would do, but they would take prisoners if they think it’ll do them some good.”
If the Hith were responsible, how had they gotten through here so quickly? How had they taken the others so easily?
“Why attack our caravan?” He looked over at Vard. “The Hith have to require merchants, too.”
Vard only shook his head, grabbing the hilt of his sword.
Hevith remembered that it had been bloodstained. “You were fighting.”
Vard’s expression clouded for a moment. “There was a man when I came around. Gutted him.”
“Show me.”
Vard watched him for a moment, studying him before guiding Hevith along.
He led him toward the rear of what had been the caravan. Now there was nothing more than the remains of wagons littering the road. He didn’t see any other bodies. Debris from the wagons, and the remnants of those vehicles, some of them burning, but no other bodies.
Hevith supposed that should reassure him.
Only… his father had asked him to lead. It was the first time that he had been given the reins of the wagon and instructed to lead the caravan, and the very first time that he had been asked to do it, he had failed.
He licked his lips, looking around.
He had been the wagon master for no more than an hour, and he had lost his people.
“Hevy?”
He shook off the thoughts. “Show me.”
They reached a body. He wasn’t with the caravan, and he didn’t look remarkable, at least not in death. A long curved sword rested on the ground next to him. Dark hair was tucked underneath his hood. His cloak seemed designed to blend into the forest.
“Is this one of the Hith?”
“I don’t know.”
“Is it?”
Vard shook his head again. “I don’t know. If it’s one of the Hith, then I got lucky. Shouldn’t be able to kill one of the Hith. Not easy.”
“Why?” Hevith whispered it, and everything within him trembled. He turned his attention back to the road. He had lost the caravan, but what of his father and mother and sister? They might still be safe. They had taken a different way, and he had to think that they would be safe, but… “We have to find my parents.”
“Nothin’ you can do but die if you go back that way,” Vard said. “If this is the Hith, then we need to get moving. I’ll keep behind you, but I don’ know how much more I’ll be able to do.”
“Do for what?”
“To keep you safe. Now get movin’.”
Hevith shook his head. “No. I need to find the rest of our people.”
“And do what?”
“I can’t leave them,” he said.
“Leave them? The people have been taken. The Hith won. All we can do is move. Get to safety. Then we can get to work tryin’ to figure out what happened and what we can do next.”
Hevith took a deep breath. Was that all he would be able to do? It seemed so useless. Now Hevith had only Vard for company. There were worse fates. At least with Vard he would be as safe as the old man could keep him, but he had lost the rest of the caravan. He had lost the rest of his people.
He had lost his parents and his sister.
Hevith wandered along the line of the destroyed caravan. He knew that Vard was right.
Still, he thought he would have to find where they had been led.
“Can you track them?”
“Hevy—”
“Can you track them?”
Vard stared into the forest. “Probably.”
“Then let’s follow them.”
Hevith wasn’t sure whether Vard would object, and he was surprised when the old soldier nodded, guiding him forward until they reached the forest edge where he had awoken. Once there, Vard began to make a steady circuit of the ground, studying it. It was hard packed, but Vard seemed to see something on the ground that he could follow. He started leading them along the road, away from the remains of the caravan, deeper into the forest. They moved quickly, at least as quickly as Vard and his limp could tolerate. Hevith’s head throbbed from his injury, but he ignored it. There was no point in paying attention to his throbbing head when his people and the rest of the caravan had been taken.
The only thoughts that stayed with him were how he had failed his people. How he had failed the first test at leadership.
The day grew long when Vard started to slow.
“What is it?”
“Somethin’ here.”
They veered off onto a narrow path leading deeper into the forest. Vard moved more slowly now, holding on to his sword, still limping as he went.
The trees filtered the remaining daylight, making it more difficult for them to proceed. Shadows stretched over the forest floor. Hevith stumbled every so often, struggling to stay on his feet. If they failed now, he doubted they would be able to find the rest of the caravan.
They paused at a small clearing. There wasn’t anything here, though Vard frowned as he made a circuit, moving in a circle around the inside of the clearing.
“Were they here?”
“Something was.”
“How long ago?”
“Can’t tell. Not tracking like this. There is something, but I’m not all that sure what it is. Maybe it was long enough ago that it don’ matter.”
Hevith sighed. Perhaps he’d made a mistake leaving the remains of the caravan. It might have made more sense to have followed the road back toward the fork, found their way back the other direction, and from there to his parents.
“It’s getting late,” Hevith said. “We should get back to the road, and…”
He hated to say it, but he knew what they should be doing. He knew where they should be going.
Vard looked up at him, holding his gaze for a moment before nodding.
Without saying anything, Vard guided him back toward the trees and followed the same narrow path back to the main road. When they were there, he started to turn, but froze.
“What is it? I know that we could follow this to Yarshin. That was what my father wanted. From there, he believed that we would find safety.” And by heading to a city of that size, he suspected they would find safety, but doing so felt like he was abandoning his responsibility. “He was going to try to circle around us and meet us there, so if nothing else, we could catch up to him, and maybe we can find some help to go after the others.”
He had no idea what sort of assistance they might even be able to find there, or whether there would be anyone willing to help search for a caravan of people, but Hevith felt as if he needed to do something.
When Vard still hadn’t said anything, he looked over. He frowned at the old soldier and realized that Vard wasn’t looking in his direction anymore. Instead, he stared into the forest.
Jerking his head around, Hevith tried to see what had caught the other man’s attention. There had been no change to the darkness and no additional chill had washed over him, so he didn’t think it was the Hith, but as he stared, he saw what Vard must have seen.
Faces peered back at them. Dozens of them.
All were armed with bows. Dozens of arrows were aimed in their direction.
“Vard?” he whispered.
“Quiet, Hevy. Don’ say nothin’.”
One of the figures stepped forward, followed by several others. When they grabbed his arms, he jerked, trying to fight them off, but Vard’s voice cut through the chaos.
“Don’ fight, Hevy. Don’ give them a reason to kill you.”
Then something struck his head and he blacked out.
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VOLATAR
LIGHTS from the distant city called to me as we sat on the hillside. A cool breeze gusted in from the north, carrying the scent of pine and the promise of colder air. The crackling fire dancing in the small pit we’d dug provided some warmth and protection from it, though not enough to completely push it back.
I sat apart. In the days since the attack at the barn, I had been trying to regroup, to find myself again, and to separate from the dark power that I’d summoned. For the most part, I had succeeded. There wasn’t the same desire to draw that power again, not like there often would have been in the past. Coldan had been checking on me, ensuring I wasn’t compelled by it, the way he had ever since I had gone searching for it in the first place. Had he not been with me, I don’t know that I would have been able to resist the compulsion to follow it.
Shae and Coldan had been whispering softly to each other, and I made no effort to listen to what they were saying. Not that I didn’t have an idea. Shae had been watching me with a different expression ever since we’d left the barn, a look on her face that told me she wanted to ask questions but didn’t know if she dared do so.
Getting to my feet, I headed to the ledge overlooking the city. From here, the small lights within the city were easily visible, hundreds of candles or lanterns or fires within hearths all glowing against the night. We were far enough north that it should be soothing. Instead, I held on to the edge of concern.
“What do you see?” Coldan asked.
I glanced over at him. He stood a step above me, and with the slope, he practically loomed over me, his shadow stretching all around. “I’ve been here before. It wasn’t known as Primath then.” That was a name given to it during the Reclamation after the war. “It’s been a long time, but…”
“Before the war?”
I grunted. “Was there ever a time before the war?”
He smiled. “I’ve heard the stories of what it was like.”
“I’ve heard them too.”
“You gave us peace.”
“For a time. Now it doesn’t seem like it was a real peace. The Trilan has taken that from us again.”
“Maybe he has, but what you gave us was real enough for the people who didn’t have to fight. For the men who didn’t have to die. Because of you, there was a time where they were able to live.”
“I think you give me too much credit.”
“I think you don’t take nearly enough.”
I smiled and turned my attention back toward the city. “With what we’ve gone through and what we’ve lost, I thought we would have seen more change.” I glanced toward Shae sitting at the fire. “Everything is reverting back to what it was like.”
“For now,” he said.
“I can’t see a way to reverse the course. Not like I once did.”
Coldan took a step toward me, wincing as he did. The wounds he’d sustained in the fighting had been deep. I’d stitched them as well as I could, wrapping the wounds in a way that would hopefully keep them from getting infected, but both of us knew I should have been able to do more for him.
“That’s why we’re taking this journey, isn’t it? We reach the tu’alan and they help you find that balance.”
I stared into the darkness. “I begin to wonder if it will be enough.” Turning toward him, I shook my head. “Especially now. With what we’ve seen, the Hith returning to the way they attacked, the Trilan always pressing further north…”
Coldan took a deep breath, closing his eyes. “Do you remember when we first met?”
I rubbed my chest. “I remember you knocking me down.”
“I was like so many. Like Shae, though I don’t think she’s quite as far along as I had been. Hopeless. Knowing my life would end and having no sense of control. You gave that back to me.”
“Your life?”
He shook his head. “Hope.” Turning toward me, he tipped his head to the side. “Like you’ve given so many others. I’ve seen it. Even before you were the Volatar, I’d seen it. As did the others. When you became powerful, it… I don’t know. Amplified the way you helped others find that hope.”
“And then I lost it.”
“Because you were trying to stop the war for good.”
I turned away from him. The memories of that time were distant, almost as if they had happened to someone else. A cloud hung over them, though I suspected that was for the best.
“Yet I find it easiest to call upon the other power.”
Coldan was silent for a long moment. “I don’t know anything about the kind of power you have.” I glanced at him, arching a brow. He grinned and shrugged. “Fine. I don’t know much about the power you have, but I know it doesn’t disappear. Not really. It’s a part of you.”
We needed that power to be a part of me so we’d be able to turn the tide of war once again. I’d tried to find a way to reclaim it, but failed. This trip was our last hope. A way of searching for help from those who might know the great magics better than I did.
“I failed, Coldan.”
“You failed. You’re human.”
“The Volatar should have been something more.”
“The Volatar is. You are not.”
“Are you saying I can’t be that person any longer?”
“Are you?”
I shrugged, looking down over the city. From here, I could make out the stone wall that surrounded it, though portions of it gleamed differently in the moonlight, newer sections rebuilt over the destroyed parts. A massive gate opened out to the road, though we’d have to weave down through the forest to reach it.
“I don’t know what I’m saying anymore.”
Coldan looked over his shoulder toward Shae. “She’s lost, you know. There’s so much we could offer her. You could offer her.”
Squeezing my eyes shut, I shook my head. “I’m not sure that I can. Not yet. Not until we reach them.”
“Just because—”
“We lost everyone, Coldan. I lost everyone.”
He remained silent for a moment. “Not everyone.”
He turned away, leaving me standing and staring out over the city, alone with my thoughts.
It was different for him, though Coldan would be the first to admit it. He had been a soldier first, and later something more. It had changed him, much like my role had changed me. During the time of peace, that lull that seemed so brief now, we’d known a measure of time where we had begun to think we could remain safe. Others like me had trained, learning how to control their power. Then they were the first to be targeted.
If I tried teaching Shae, she’d be targeted as well, like so many others who had come before her. Were it a few years earlier, I might have been willing, but now…
We’d lost so much.
Too much.
Starting down the slope, I paused when the pitch became too steep and took a seat, looking out over the city. There wasn’t anything I could detect out there, though I thought I needed to try to see if there might be something.
Closing my eyes, I focused on my breathing, steadying it. As the Volatar, I had known the elaron. Had been gifted. Had used it to destroy entire armies, sweeping them down by the nature of it.
Now I struggled with finding a single aspect of it within myself.
That power was still there. Coldan was right about that much, at least. Were it not, I wouldn’t be able to detect the same power within Shae.
Trying to reach beyond and scrape some aspect of it was a battle, but it shouldn’t be. Battling with the elaron was a guaranteed way to ensure I wouldn’t be able to reach it. All I wanted was to find a mindset that would let me find and understand, but that Place of Knowing had been lost to me for a long time.
Eventually, I got up and climbed back along the hillside before taking a seat across the fire from Coldan and Shae. Coldan watched me, a disappointed look in his eyes. I turned away from it. There wasn’t anything he could say that would change anything.
Resting my head back, I looked up at the stars, staring at the night. It shifted over time, and the farther we traveled north, the more that sense seemed to shift around me. The stars that greeted me now were different than the ones I’d known even a few years ago.
“What’s it like?”
I tilted my head, looking up at Shae. “What is what like?”
She settled onto the ground next to me, far more confident then she’d been in the days prior. Coldan must have been doing something that had helped with her confidence.
“Being the Volatar. You have so much power.”
I sighed and lowered my head back to the ground. “Had.”
When I didn’t say anything more, she slid closer. I looked up at her. The bruising on her face had faded, leaving her skin pale and otherwise unmarked. Given the abuse she’d known, I had expected that she would have scars, but if she did, they weren’t scars I could see.
“You don’t anymore?”
“The war took my power.”
“That’s not what happened,” Coldan said from across the fire.
I sat up and shot him a look.
He shrugged and shook his head. “Don’t let him feed you lies. They aren’t worth much. He’s still got plenty of power; he just won’t reach for it.”
“Can’t, not won’t,” I said. “And you know that as well as any.”
“Why can’t he?” Shae asked.
Coldan didn’t answer. He wanted me to do it.
“Do you know the stories of the Volatar?”
“Everyone knows them. At least those from my village. The Volatar ended the war. His magic pushed back the Hith, giving peace that hadn’t existed in a generation.” She hesitated. “Wasn’t that what you did?”
I sighed. “That’s what I did. Then the Hith pushed back.”
The war returned. The Trilan came. Revealed the true power I’d missed.
That I’d missed.
Trying to overcome him had brought me to the ne’rash. It hadn’t brought me answers; it had only separated me from what I had been.
The answers in the north were what I needed.
I laid my head back down, closing my eyes and letting the sense of the forest surround me. There was something peaceful about it. There was power, a sense of energy, that was natural in a way I could feel. Not that it was the kind of power that could be used. This was something else. The buzzing of insects. The occasional hoot of an owl. The howling of wolves calling to each other. The braying of the drogal, deep within the forest. And the steady breeze that carried the smells of pine and damp earth to me.
Breathing it in, for a moment I felt a flutter, as if that sense of the forest would help me unlock the power that was hidden within me, but then it faded, as it had so often these days.
“Can you help me?” Shae asked in a whisper.
I took another deep breath before finally sitting up and looking over at her. “Everyone I’ve taught has died.”
“Not everyone,” Coldan said.
“Would you stop?”
The other man grunted. “Not with you moaning over there.”
Shae frowned. “Why do you let him antagonize you like that?”
“Because he’s too weak to do anything,” Coldan said. He rested his head on the ground, looking over at me with a wide grin. “And because I’ve known him long enough to let him know when he’s full of shit.”
Shae laughed softly, covering her mouth hurriedly. “I’m sorry, Volatar.”
“Don’t worry about it. There’s nothing he can do to you even if he wanted to.”
“So you can’t teach?”
I studied her. In the moonlight, her skin had something of a glow to it, though that was more about how light her complexion was rather than her holding power. “What do you do when you reach for the elaron?” I asked.
“What’s the elaron?”
I ignored the satisfied look on Coldan’s face. “The elaron is the power you can call upon. That the Jahor can call upon. It’s one of the great powers of the world.”
“I don’t do anything. It just… it just comes.”
I nodded slowly. I had suspected as much. Some of the Jahor could be taught to reach the elaron, but those who had the potential to be powerful were able to draw it even without instruction. That was how it had been for me, though I had some lessons in it before I had first managed to reach it.
I glanced at Coldan, hating that he was right. I really should teach Shae a little about this power, if only so she didn’t lose control at an inopportune time and reveal our presence. Now that we knew there were those in the north who would recognize it, we had to be careful.
“Have you noticed anything when you do it?”
“What should I notice?”
“Is there anything that seems consistent when you’ve drawn on it?”
I knew what I’d seen about her power, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be other situations where she’d be able to reach it. And if there were, we needed to better understand just what those situations were so that we could try to harness them.
What was I doing?
Could I really be thinking about training her?
“There’s not been anything. When it arrives, it just seems to come to me. I’ve tried to control it but I can’t.” She paused and looked away, turning her attention down to the ground. “I’m the reason we were caught. It built in me. I didn’t have a choice. I tried, Volatar. Really, I did. Had I not used that power…”
“I’ve been through the same thing. It’s not your fault.”
“If it weren’t for me, my parents wouldn’t have been caught. They told me I had to keep that a secret and that we couldn’t reveal it to anyone, but I didn’t have enough control over it.”
“Control is difficult when it comes to using that power.” Taking a deep breath, I thought about the first lessons I’d had with the elaron. At the time, I didn’t know they were lessons, only a way for me to understand the nature of a different sort of power. “You have to understand yourself before you can understand the power you have potential over.”
“What does that mean?”
I shrugged. “It took me a long time to know. The first instructor I ever had told me something like that. It was a matter of understanding who I was.” I smiled to myself. “When you’re young, you think you know exactly who you are and what you’re going to become. It’s only as you develop and experience more of the world that you begin to realize how naïve you had been.” There were times when I still thought myself naïve. And I probably was. This journey was one of naiveté, though there was a need for it. Everything else we’d tried had failed. “Before all of this happened, what did you want to be?”
Shae sat silently for a long moment. “I thought I wanted to be a seamstress like my mother. We’d sit by the fire at night and she would teach me different patterns, helping me to see the stitches.” She smiled sadly. “I didn’t have her coordination, but she always promised it would come in time.” A tear streamed down her cheek and she hurriedly wiped it away. “Even when we were taken, she tried to talk to me as if nothing had changed, wanting me to focus on what she’d been teaching. There’s still so much I don’t know. So much I never learned.”
“Time is like that. It doesn’t care,” Coldan said. He’d sat up and looked across the fire at us.
From the way he sat listening, I had a sense that he already knew what Shae had been through. They’d been talking quite a bit during our travels. One of his strengths was getting those around him to open up, and he did that by asking them questions. Sometimes to the point of annoyance.
“What did you want to do before…”
Coldan grinned. “You mean before I got big?” He glanced toward me. “There wasn’t much I ever thought about. I worked a farm with my parents. We had pigs and cows and grew wheat. There was always something peaceful in the waves of wheat.” He fell silent for a moment, staring at the flames. “When the war came, they called all who could fight. I wasn’t as big as I am now, but I was young and strong enough. I think they thought they’d call me up to die, but I didn’t.”
“You became a soldier?”
“Not a good one,” Coldan said.
“Why not?”
“If I were a good soldier, I wouldn’t have been caught. Wouldn’t have been tortured. Maybe I would have been the one to end this war instead of him.”
Shae’s eyes widened until she saw Coldan’s dark grin. “What about you?”
“Don’t expect the Volatar to answer. He doesn’t talk much about those things.”
I forced a smile at Coldan. He knew well enough what I’d been. Considering how long we’d known each other, it made sense that he would know. “I became something different than what I was, but something I suspect I was always meant to be.”
“You think fate decides?” Shae asked.
I could sense the hurt in the question. “Not fate so much as how your respond. You were a seamstress who developed power no seamstress would ever need. Were you ever going to remain only a seamstress?”
Shae fell silent.
“Coldan was a soldier before he ever became one. He protected his cattle and pigs and family.”
“That’s not the same,” Coldan said.
I shrugged. “It’s similar enough.”
“What about your power? Are you saying you’ve always had the ability to become the Volatar?” Shae asked.
Taking a moment before answering, I thought about what I’d gone through to get to where I was now. There had been my own difficulties, challenges that had changed the course of my life. Were it not for those challenges, I didn’t know who or what I would have become. Something different than I was today.
“Had I made a different choice anywhere along the line, I never would have been.”
“What about now?”
I turned my attention to the crackling flames. Across the fire, I could see Coldan watching me, the same question on his mind. “Now I’m making the only choice I have left.” If it didn’t work, then the Volatar might be truly lost. And the Jahor with him.
I tried to tamp down that sense of unease within me. It was there, threatening to build. If I weren’t careful, that power would creep out, released from me.
If only I could focus on the early lessons I’d had when I was first learning how to embrace the elaron. Perhaps I might be able to find the necessary focus and uncover the key to power that I’d lost too long ago.
Then again, I’d tried. I’d spent time going through the earliest lessons that I’d been taught. Focus on controlling myself. On connecting to everything around me. Centering myself the way I’d once learned.
None of it had worked.
I’d taught others to use the elaron often enough that if anyone should know the key to uncovering the secret, it should be me. But I had failed.
“Do you think I really can learn to control it?” Shae asked.
“I know you can,” I said.
“How?”
“Because I’ve taught others how to control it.” Not for a while, though there were some things you never forgot.
Shae scooted closer to me. “What else do I need to know?”
I still hadn’t come to terms with the idea of teaching her, though maybe I would have to.
Looking over the fire at Coldan, I found him watching expectantly. Waiting.
There was something in his eyes that left me troubled.
Taking a deep breath, I turned back toward Shae. “What I normally tell students to do is to focus on something that ties to themselves.” It was the same lesson I’d been taught when I was young.
As I started explaining the lesson, there was a part of myself that loosened, if only a little. Some of the darkness pressing inside of me eased. Not all, but enough for now.
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HEVITH
WIND SLAPPED against Hevith’s face, sending the dust within it tearing into his eyes. Were his hands not bound behind his back, he might have been able to shield them, or at least wipe away the tears streaming down his cheeks, but he was bound too tightly and couldn’t move.
At least he wasn’t alone on the back of the wagon. Yet that didn’t make any of this better. Any time he tried to speak, he was disciplined. Most of the discipline was a hard stare from his captors, men wearing makeshift armor and each carrying a shortsword, but there was the one time he hadn’t been paying attention and had been slapped. His cheek still throbbed.
Vard was somewhere on another wagon. He’d seen the man when they stopped each evening, but there hadn’t been the opportunity to speak to him. They kept most of the prisoners separate.
Hevith looked at the others with him. None were from his caravan. They were all unfamiliar. Were there an opportunity, he wanted to find out more about who they were and how they had all ended up here, but so far there hadn’t been any. Hevith no longer dared to speak.
They traveled as a caravan, though it was much different than the one he had taken with his family. He and the others bound with rope at their wrists sat atop an open wagon. At least for now. Eventually, it would be his turn to walk again. When it was, he would stumble along, trying to keep up. If he didn’t, he would be dragged. The bruises on his arms and his face were testament to that. Eventually, he’d be thrown back on the wagon to rest.
Their captors all rode. And they moved quickly, not at all concerned about the safety of the wagons the way his father once had been.
Hevith hoped he’d be able to discern something about the people who had captured him, but in the time he’d been here, there hadn’t been anything he could determine. They spoke softly to each other and yelled at the captives.
The landscape around him remained unfamiliar. Nothing about it stuck out as anyplace he’d read about or the maps he’d memorized.
They had passed beyond the borders of the forest. At the time, he had thought that must be a good thing. In the forest, he’d experienced the fear of what else might be there. Animals—wolves mostly—or even worse. The Hith.
Every so often, he thought he saw the movement of massive shapes, but that had to be shadows—and his imagination. Not Hith.
Still, while they were in the forest, he had the hope that he would find his parents or others from their caravan. There had been no sign of them. Now that the trees had mostly ended, a rolling landscape flowed in front of them, some enormous hills making it difficult to see anything.
Head north.
That was what his father had said.
How, though?
Staring at the nearest captor, Hevith tried to think about what it would take to escape. It might not be possible. They were all armed and he was nothing but a bound boy.
After a while, one of the captors grabbed the rope attached to his wrists and tugged.
Hevith knew all too well what that meant. Getting to his feet, he jumped off the side of the wagon and fell. Scrambling to return to his feet, he struggled to keep pace with the wagon. They were moving quickly, forcing him to run. His legs didn’t carry him nearly fast enough, and though he hurried, he fatigued quickly.
Not as quickly as some, though. There were other captives who grew tired even faster than he did. They were gaunt, the hollows of their eyes darkened, and underfed. Was that what would become of him over time?
Hevith looked around for a moment, trying to contemplate what he should do. He didn’t want to remain a prisoner here. The longer he remained here, the harder it would be to find any way to get to his family and the rest of the caravan. Which meant he was going to have to attempt to escape. Hevith had no idea what it would take, but he thought that he could try to make a break for it. It would involve running. After having been on the wagon for the last few days, Hevith didn’t know if he had the strength to run, but he also didn’t have the desire to linger.
Vard would be somewhere behind him, and unless Hevith found a way to help him, there would be no escape for the both of them.
Perhaps if Vard knew that Hevith escaped, the old soldier would make the same attempt. He had to get to Yarshin to meet his father—and then figure out what had happened to the others.
He immediately started to run.
His legs didn’t feel as if they worked the way they should, fatigue making it difficult. He had been immobile for too long, cramped and confined.
He ignored the shout of the guards behind him.
Hevith raced toward the forest in the distance.
Once he got into the forest, he thought he could hide within the trees. All it would take would be for him to—
Something struck him from behind and he went sprawling forward.
“Try that again, and you’ll find my sword in your belly.”
The guard grabbed him, jerking him to his feet and turning Hevith to face him.
He forced him forward, back toward the rest of the caravan.
They had already given up.
Was that to be his fate?
He tried not to think of it. It was the reason he ate everything they provided when they stopped at night, regardless of how horrible it might look or smell.
Instead, he kept his gaze fixated directly in front of him. Each step was a challenge, but he was determined to keep the pace. He would survive.
When his time walking was up, one of the soldiers motioned for him to climb back onto the wagon. Hevith did so without saying a word. There wasn’t anything he’d be able to say that would make a difference anyway. There was danger in speaking up. If he were to do so, he would end up knocked to the ground again, and he wanted nothing to do with that torment. Instead, he did what he was told. Eventually he would learn what they wanted from the prisoners.
Sitting on the wagon, he had a better vantage than he did when running alongside it. He shifted so that he could see better, looking past the horses and the soldiers, staring along the road. Part of his training and studies included maps and geography, but that was useless here. Without having a map or any other way of knowing where he was, he had no idea where they were traveling, and less of an idea of what they would want with them when they finally stopped.
They crested a small rise.
As they started down, he saw a city stretched across the distance. It was enormous. The wind whipping across the flat, dry plain kicked up dust that made it difficult to make much out about the city, but he had a sense of scale. Vard would probably know where they were headed. The old soldier had mentioned Yarshin, so was that where they approached?
Hope leapt into his chest. If they were reaching a city, maybe someone there would help them. They would see the bound prisoners, and maybe he’d be able to get the kind of help he needed to get free. Then he could go back and look for his parents and sister. The others of the caravan would have to be there. Vard hadn’t given them long enough to look.
He hadn’t given them long enough to look. Their capture had been his fault. He had wanted to go back to see what had happened, and because of him, they had been captured.
Hevith looked at the wagon behind him. Much like the one he was on, it was filled with several dozen filthy people. Vard ran alongside the wagon, his gait staggering, but the old man somehow managed to keep on his feet. It was a wonder that he succeeded with his limp.
Hevith forced himself to watch, hoping Vard would meet his gaze, but the old man never looked up. He never did anything other than keep his focus directly in front of him, racing ever forward. At one point, he stumbled but caught himself quickly and hurried on, continuing to keep pace. The captors made Vard run longer than they made the others. Were they trying to run him to death?
Most of the people on the wagons were younger, though not all. Many had the same dark hair and dark complexion as Hevith, though that wasn’t altogether uncommon. There was only one among them with paler skin and sandy-colored hair. They hadn’t made her run the way they had the others.
The wagons slowed and Hevith turned his attention back toward the front of the caravan.
It was still early. Much earlier than usual for them to stop. Most of the time, they traveled until well after dark. The darkness made it difficult for those forced to run alongside the wagons, but no one complained. Everyone knew the price of protesting.
When they stopped, Hevith jumped out of the back of the wagon, knowing his responsibilities. They had made that clear early on. Most had to provide care for the horses. Feed them. Water them. Brush them. The horses were treated far better than the captives.
Then again, without the horses pulling the wagons, Hevith would have to walk the entire distance. He should be thankful that he didn’t have to do that. At least he was able to ride for part of the day.
Taking the reins of one of the horses, he led it away with the others.
No one spoke. None dared to do so.
Someone unloaded a barrel filled with water and they guided the horses over to it. One of the captives jumped in front of Hevith and started scooping water into his mouth. Hevith stared, unable to do or say anything.
It didn’t take long for one of the captors to notice.
They ran over, shoved the man until he fell, and began to kick him.
Hevith had seen the beatings often enough that he had become somewhat desensitized to them.
Instead, he guided the horse over to the water, letting the creature drink. When it was done, he guided the horse to the stack of hay, looped the reins around the post set into the ground for this purpose, and headed back to where the rest of the captives waited.
When he did, he bumped into Vard.
“Vard?” he whispered. “How are you holding up?”
“As well as can be expected at my age.”
“There’s a city. I’m not sure which one.” That surprised him. He was usually good with maps and directions, but the ride had made it hard to keep track. “We can find help there.”
Vard looked past him, toward the distant city, before looking back at Hevith and shaking his head. “Yarshin. Thought it was still safe, but what I’ve overhead…” He looked behind him toward the soldiers. “There’s no rescue there, Hevy. You need to get away if you get the chance.”
“The people there won’t tolerate something like this,” he whispered. “And my father was going to try to meet us there. If we find him…”
“Your pa would know to avoid this kind of trouble.”
Commotion behind him caught his attention, and he stiffened. He was risking too much by staying so close to Vard. If they discovered the connection between the two of them, he knew what would happen. They would separate them and he wouldn’t see Vard again. If there wasn’t going to be rescue in the city, then he wanted to have someone he knew around him.
“Promise me you’ll take the opportunity to run.” Vard leaned off to one side, barely able to stand.
How much had he pushed himself during the march? They had him outside of the wagon more often than they had others. There had to be reason for that, unless they were just doing it because they didn’t like him.
“Where would I go?” Hevith whispered.
“North. That’s where your pa would go. Your father told me about—”
Hevith didn’t have a chance to hear what his father had told Vard.
One of the soldiers shoved Vard from behind, and the old man staggered forward.
When he dropped to the ground, he looked up, locking eyes with Hevith. There was an urgency in his gaze, though Hevith didn’t know what the other man wanted from him. To run, but how was he supposed to run? His wrists were bound and though his legs were free, he wouldn’t be able to outrun these men. He was tired. The days spent in and out of the wagon left him without any ability to resist what they were doing… and he now understood why they did it. It kept him—and the others—from fighting back.
“What are the two of you talking about?” The soldier spoke harshly, his voice clipped. He brought back his boot as if to strike Vard.
“Just about the water,” Hevith said.
The soldier turned to him, ignoring Vard for now. Hevith wondered how long that would be the case. “The water?”
“I’m thirsty. I was asking when we might be given a chance to drink.”
Vard shook his head slightly but Hevith ignored him. It was better for him to take the brunt of the soldier’s anger than for Vard. Hevith wasn’t sure how much longer the other man would be able to withstand what they were putting him through.
“You’ll drink your ration when it’s your turn.”
“I know, it’s just—”
The man smacked him with an open fist. It sent Hevith reeling, stumbling, and he landed on the ground next to Vard. He lay there, afraid to get up.
“From now on, keep quiet.”
Hevith could only nod.
The soldier gave Vard a lingering look before heading away.
When he’d gotten far enough away, Hevith looked over at Vard to check on him.
“That was stupid, Hevy,” Vard whispered, sitting up and rubbing his shoulder.
Hevith breathed out. Stupid or not, it had kept Vard from getting kicked. He wasn’t sure he could stand seeing that. “How can I run if you can’t?”
“You don’ have to worry about me. I’m hired help. And I failed your family.”
Hevith shook his head. “You’re more than hired help. You’ve always been. We’re going to get out of here together. Then we’re going to meet my father.”
Vard got to his feet and looked down at the city.
When Hevith finally got up and focused on the city, he frowned. From where they were, the city looked like little more than a haze from the dust blowing around it. Movement far in the distance suggested the people heading in and out of the place.
“I don’ like this. Not one bit.”
“What about it?”
“All of it.” Vard glanced around and pitched his voice to little more than a whisper of wind. “I done travelled plenty in my days, Hevy. Yarshin shouldn’t be like this. Supposed to be safe. Don’ know what they plan for us, but I can tell you I don’ much care for it.”
Yarshin.
He recognized it from the descriptions he’d seen of it before. His father had claimed they’d have safety in Yarshin. Would he be able to find a way to escape?
One of the other captives came through, motioning for the others to follow.
The pattern was the same each night. Get the horses settled. Wait. Then they would be given their rations of food and water. It was rarely much, and certainly not enough to keep up with what they needed after being out on the road.
As they shuffled into line, another of the prisoners forced himself in front of them.
Hevith started to object when Vard touched him on the shoulder. Glancing back at the man, Vard shook his head.
When they reached the rations, they were each given a bowl of the mash of grains along with water. Nothing more than that. There were other captives responsible for setting up and serving food, and they looked as underfed as everyone else.
“More,” the man in front of Hevith said.
The woman on the other side of the bowl shook her head, looking down.
The man pressed his bowl out, waiting. “More, damn you!”
“Keep moving,” Hevith said to him.
“Mind yourself.”
“You’re just going to draw their attention. Is that what you want?”
“I want more,” the man hissed.
The woman shook her head again. The man reached across, forcing his bowl down into the slop, and scooped a full bowl’s worth before turning away and heading toward the water.
Hevith stepped forward, holding out his bowl and waiting. She scooped a small spoonful into his bowl. If that was all they were going to get today, then he understood why the other man would demand more, even if it had put both himself and the woman in danger.
When he turned toward the water, he realized the soldiers must have been watching. The man stood in front of two of the soldiers, holding on to the bowl, a defiant gleam in his eyes.
“What are you going to do about it?” he demanded. He lifted the bowl, and poured it into his mouth. When he was done, he wiped a sleeve across his face, still staring at the two soldiers.
Vard pushed him. “Keep moving. Don’ give them reason to notice you.”
“Why?”
“Just don’.”
He followed Vard as they moved off to the side where the captives were allowed to sit, but couldn’t take his gaze off the man. The two soldiers watched him, though neither of them spoke.
The man started to turn away when one of the soldiers pulled a knife from his sheath and slipped it into the man’s belly.
He gasped, dropping the bowl, letting the rest of the stew spill onto the ground.
His hands went to his side and he squeezed them together, holding on to it as bright red blood pooled around his palms. The two soldiers watched him, saying nothing. The man collapsed, falling to the ground, looking up at them.
Hevith had to tear his gaze away. He’d seen enough brutality in the time he’d been with them. “He didn’t deserve that,” Hevith whispered.
“He didn’t. That’s why you need to run,” Vard said.
“Even if I run, I’m not going to be able to get anywhere.”
“Jus’ get away. Then you can figure out what you need to do next. Find your parents. The others. Don’ give them a chance to sell you.”
Hevith turned toward Vard. “To what?”
“Why do you think we been brought here, Hevy?”
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t know. I thought…” He didn’t know what he thought. As he looked toward the distant city, he couldn’t help but feel there had to be some safety they could find there, but what if Vard was right? The old soldier had traveled much more than Hevith, though in all the places Hevith had visited, there wasn’t anything that barbaric.
“They intend to sell us. Slaves.” He looked over at Hevith. “That’s why you need to run. You get bought, you’ll disappear. No one will find you again.”
“What will they do to me?”
Vard glanced at him a moment before turning his attention back toward the city. “Same thing happens to every young man gets caught up in the war. Make you into a killer.”
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HEVITH
MORNING CAME with a sense of quiet. Hevith hadn’t slept well. Ever since his capture, he hadn’t been sleeping well. Often that was because he attempted to sleep on the wagon, or near enough to it, but partly it came from having his hands bound together as they were.
Dreams came to him, more often of late. In many of those dreams, he saw the faces of his parents, his sister, and others within the caravan. Those dreams reassured him, but then he awoke and he was a captive again, his hands bound together, stinking from days of travel without having an opportunity to wash himself. There were other dreams, dark ones that left him trembling, nightmares worse than any he’d ever suffered as a child. When he came awake from those dreams, he always shivered and it took him a long time to settle.
His stomach rumbled and his mouth was dry. Waking like that made it all too easy to understand why the man had attempted to steal more food.
The body was still there. No one had moved it.
None of the captives would do so until they were instructed to. Stepping beyond their assignments was a sure way of suffering discipline. After what had happened to the man, Hevith didn’t want to risk that kind of punishment.
Vard still slept next to him. He snored softly and didn’t seem to have moved the entire night. It was good that he rested. He needed the sleep and the chance to try to recover. Hevith worried they would make Vard march alongside the wagon more today, and without getting enough rest, he wouldn’t have the strength he needed to do so.
When he sat up, it didn’t look like anyone else was even awake. Looking around the wagons, there was no movement. Nothing but the cool to the air and a sense of calm. Somewhere nearby, the soldiers would be watching, but he didn’t see them. They preferred it that way, choosing to stay unseen. Vard’s comment about running when he had the chance came to mind, but he was unwilling to do so without the caravan guard, and doubted he would get very far as it was. They had tired them to the point that he didn’t think he had the strength needed to escape.
If he were going to do it, morning would be the best chance. Resting would restore him enough that he thought he might be able to run, but he was unarmed, and he had seen the soldiers carrying their bows and their willingness to harm others.
It would be unlikely that he’d be able to outrun an arrow.
Hevith rested his head back again, staring up at the sky. In the early morning, the overcast sky gave the threat of rain, though there had been that threat the last few days and it had never fallen. It would be better if it did rain. With the dust whipping around, Hevith would prefer to have some rain to tamp it down, even if it meant he would be even more uncomfortable.
In the quiet, he had a chance to think about his parents.
Ever since his capture, he hadn’t given much thought to them. Nothing more than knowing they had escaped the wagons. When he and Vard had been taken, he had thought his family or others from the caravan would have been among the prisoners, but there had been no one he recognized.
They might have escaped captivity. Or were looking for him. If captured, and if Vard was right, then they were to be sold as slaves, the same as all of them in the wagons.
Vard hadn’t spoken about it, and Hevith had the sense that he didn’t want to. Which meant Vard thought they were lost. That might be why Vard wanted him to run. Away from where they’d been traveling. Back to lands more familiar to him. Once there, what would he even be able to do? There wouldn’t be anyplace he could go where he would know anyone. Everyone he knew had been with the wagons.
Letting out a long sigh, he sat up.
There was no point in remaining lying here. Getting to his feet, he glanced down at Vard. It seemed he still slumbered soundly, which he needed. Hopefully, they wouldn’t disturb him until he’d gotten enough rest.
Vard wanted to protect him, but Hevith wondered if that would even be possible in this place. Captured as they were, there might not be anything Vard could do to keep him safe. The only thing he could really do was help Hevith keep alert. In doing so, it seemed to Hevith that Vard risked himself.
It would be up to Hevith to try to help the man.
That might involve sacrificing, giving Vard more of his rations, and it might involve risking himself, but if he didn’t, he worried Vard wouldn’t survive. There was no one else for him, so he needed Vard to survive.
While he watched him, Vard suddenly opened his eyes, looking up.
“What you doing?”
“Thinking,” he said.
Vard rolled over and stretched, working one leg and then the other. He winced as he did, clenching his jaw. The march had tormented him, not that he would ever admit to it. “That’s dangerous.”
“You said we need to get out of here,” Hevith said, keeping his voice low. In the early morning, he worried that his voice would carry. He didn’t need the soldiers to hear him planning to escape. Their reaction would likely be no different than what they had done to the man who had snuck water or tried to get extra food. Swift. Brutal. Painful.
“I said you need to get movin’.” Vard got to his feet, leaning on his left side. The pain sweeping across his face slipped into his eyes and he took a shallow breath. “I can stay and slow them down.”
“You’re not in any shape to slow anyone.”
“I can give you time to get ahead of the Hith.”
“I just need to find my father.”
“Your pa would have moved past here. Would’ve known it too dangerous. Jus’ stay away from the Hith. If they took our people…” Vard shook his head. “When it comes to the Hith, I jus’ don’ know. They do things for reasons only the Hith know. Who’s to say what they want our people for.”
Hevith wanted to scream, wanted to do something other than stand here, but what was there to do? His family, his people, were gone.
“Are the stories as real as you told us?”
“Hevy—”
“Are they real?”
“I don’ know. I tell the same stories about the Hith that I was told. Most of them probably nothin’ more than just stories.”
Most. Not all.
The worst of the stories Vard had told them involved the Hith using their magic. The kind of magic they accessed was dark and deadly, and the power they were able to draw came from a place that Hevith didn’t even want to consider.
“Is the magic real?”
Vard nodded. “Real enough. I seen it myself.”
“Do they really sacrifice people for their magic?”
“That’s what I been told.”
“That’s why they took our people.”
“I don’ know.”
“You think it, though.”
Vard looked around, his jaw clenched again. “I don’ know why they took our people. That’s too many for the Hith, at least from the stories I hear. Mos’ of the time, they take a few, not more than that. Too many would be too hard to keep.”
“They don’t seem to have a hard time keeping too many of us,” Hevith said, sweeping his gaze around the others. The captives all lay scattered on the ground, though there would be some who remained on the wagons.
“They keep us for a different reason. Not sacrifice. Still want to use us.”
Hevith swallowed. His throat was dry and the idea was almost too much for him. “I need to know what happened.”
“I’m sorry, Hevy. Really I am. There’s not nothin’ you’d be able to do to find out. If the Hith took them, then we never will know.”
He wanted to argue, but one of the soldiers patrolling the wagons came into view.
Hevith watched, saying nothing, as the man marched around the perimeter of the camp. He scanned everyone lying around the clearing, his gaze sweeping over Hevith and Vard, before moving on.
Near the center of the camp, one of the soldiers whistled. The sounds alerted them that it was time to get up. Most of the time, Hevith was awake long before the whistle, and today was no exception.
Glancing over at Vard, he watched the other man start toward the morning line.
Mornings were much like evenings. A row of other captives would prepare food—usually leftovers from the night before, and unpleasantly cold—and offer another cup of water. Nothing more than that. When all the captives ate, they were loaded back onto the wagons and started moving again for the day.
Hevith expected the same.
When he reached the line for food, there was none.
A pair of soldiers made their way along the row of captives. Every so often, they would point at several of the people in line, and another of the soldiers would stop, pulling the people off to the side.
“I don’ like the look of this,” Vard whispered.
“What do you think they’re doing?”
Vard glanced toward the city in the distance. A slight fog hung over everything, making it difficult to make out much down below. “Somethin’ like this is bound to be bad, Hevy. They pick you, you need to find a way to run.”
“I’m not leaving you behind.”
Vard grunted, shuffling off to the side and pushing Hevith toward the women near where they would normally get food. “You might not have no choice.”
They waited.
When the soldiers neared them, Vard pushed Hevith back a little more and twisted his body. Hevith wasn’t sure what he was doing until he realized that Vard was trying to block the soldiers from seeing him.
They pointed to one of the women in front of Hevith.
When someone grabbed her, she stumbled forward. Vard grunted, trying to move again, but he must not have been quick enough.
Hevith glanced over, wondering what the soldiers might do with him, when he saw one of them pointing in his direction. Another soldier grabbed him and shoved him forward.
Vard stepped toward him.
Hevith shook his head. He didn’t want the other man risking himself on his behalf. He understood that had been Vard’s job, but it was no longer. Not now that they were captured. There wasn’t anything that Vard would be able to do. He was unarmed. Old. And weakened from the days spent marching along the road.
Not that it stopped him.
Vard lunged toward one of the soldiers, locking eyes with Hevith. There was an urgency in his gaze, almost a message, but Hevith couldn’t tell what the other man wanted from him—other than for him to run.
Where would he go?
As Hevith looked around, he didn’t see anywhere to go. A half dozen of the soldiers surrounded them, making escape nearly impossible. Vard might want him to run to get to safety, but even that wouldn’t be doable.
The nearest soldier kicked Vard, knocking him down.
Vard grabbed at the man’s leg, but the soldier was stronger. Either that or Vard was much more weakened than Hevith knew. When the man jerked his leg free, he kicked Vard twice, and the older man fell still.
One of the other soldiers pushed Hevith forward, where he joined the rest of those who had been separated. Most were women, but not all. There were other men, boys his age mostly, though even within the captives, there weren’t many men.
“Move.”
One of the soldiers started off, walking forward, and the group of captives followed.
Hevith counted them, trying to determine how many had been separated. He got to fifteen. When he glanced back, looking toward those who stayed behind, he found Vard still lying on the ground. His eyes were open, watching Hevith.
At least they hadn’t been too brutal with him. Maybe his age made it so they didn’t want to hurt him too much, or they thought that anything they might do to him would be likely to kill him.
Another shove sent him stumbling forward, and he turned back around.
Vard’s warning came to him.
Would there be any way to run?
He looked around, but there didn’t seem to be any place he could go. The soldiers surrounded them, forcing them forward, and they were all armed with swords. With his wrists still bound, he wouldn’t be able to fight his way free, not that he had much skill in fighting anyway.
Looking forward, he wondered if he might have an opportunity to run when they reached the city. If he were quick enough, it was possible that he might be able to sneak off into the city and find a place to hide. That would require that he escape by slipping out of this grouping, but if nothing else, he could try to do so.
When they neared the city, he studied it, trying to think of how he might be able to flee. The buildings were all stone. Moss covered the sides of some of them, which surprised him, considering how dry it seemed. The hard-packed road led through the center of the city, though there were side streets. That would be where he would make his escape. He was tired, but not so tired that he didn’t think he couldn’t get away.
Rather than taking the main street into the city, they veered off and headed west, around the outskirts.
Hevith looked longingly toward the massive wall and the city behind it. If they could reach it…
Someone shoved him and he tore his gaze away. That wasn’t going to be his means of escape. He would have to find another way.
But where?
The soldiers must have expected that some of them might try to run.
In the distance, Hevith noticed a cluster of people. Something else about the group was familiar to him: wagons.
A caravan, though as they neared, the wagons were painted in dark colors with terrifying depictions of battle and strange creatures painted along the side. They were larger than the merchant wagons his family had traveled in. The men waiting scowled as they approached.
“This is all?” Hevith heard the nearest man say. His voice was hoarse and accented.
One of the soldiers stepped forward. Hevith didn’t have a sense for who led the soldiers, but had seen this one stand back and watch more often than attack himself. He let the others act brutally. Broad shouldered and tall, he was intimidating enough without being the one to fight.
“You wanted the most suitable. This is what I can offer.”
The other man looked past them, past the soldiers, seemingly unmoved by them standing in front of them. “You’ve got others.”
“I do, but you haven’t said you wanted the others.”
“We need bodies.”
The soldier glanced back, looking at one of the other soldiers a moment and then nodding. One of them split off, jogging back the way they had come.
“If the price is right, you can have whatever you want. I thought you cared about the condition.”
The other man grunted. “We can find ways to use all but the infirm.”
“You accept the terms?”
“Are they different than usual?”
“No different. Just the numbers.”
“It’s disappointing.”
“War has a way of doing that.”
The other man grunted. “War. You stay clear of war.”
The soldier grinned. “We stay as clear as we can. Most of us have had our fill. Now it’s time for our reward.”
“You know what will happen when they catch you.”
“Let me be the one to worry about that.” The soldier motioned toward the others, and the soldiers on either side of them pushed them forward.
Hevith had no choice but to follow the flow of the others. There were too many around him to try to make a break for it, and with the soldiers nearby, he wasn’t sure he would be able to do so anyway.
Vard had been right. The soldiers had wanted to sell them.
As he looked at the others, the wagons, and the dark way they were dressed, a different thought came to him. Vard had thought his family had been captured by the Hith, but what if they had not? What if these were the Hith?
If that was the case, then he was in even more danger than he realized.
The group shuffled forward, moving close to the others. He smelled something off about them. It was a foul odor, a sense of filth and rot. Even the soldiers hadn’t stunk nearly so much.
“Where is the payment?” the lead soldier asked.
“You’re impatient. When we see what others you have for us, you’ll get your payment.”
“There will be no others until we get payment for this half.”
Half?
How many more would they bring over here?
Maybe Vard would be brought here, if he hadn’t been too injured. They said they wanted all but the infirm. If that were the case, then maybe Hevith wouldn’t have to be alone. He could have Vard with him. Hevith could be the one to try to protect him.
It would have to be a better job than he had done so far. Vard had been shoved, kicked, and forced to march along the wagons. If Hevith were going to keep his old friend safe, he would need to find a better way of doing it.
“You’re always so stubborn, Matrin. Did you think you wouldn’t get your money?”
“I’ve learned to be careful.”
“Not careful enough.”
There came a surge of movement from behind the dark man. A dozen others surged forward, all wielding strange curved blades. They targeted the soldiers, sweeping their blades toward them.
Matrin and the other soldiers reacted.
Hevith didn’t know how skilled the soldiers were. He hadn’t seen them fight before, but he had a sense that they were reasonably competent. They would have to be to survive for as long as they had. From the way it sounded, they had once served in a war, which meant they were even more skilled.
The soldiers backed up. Matrin whistled and then unsheathed a pair of swords.
He alone was almost more than the others were able to withstand. Matrin whipped his blades around, carving through two opponents at once. There was a strange fluidity to the way he moved, a power that left Hevith staring. He had never seen anything quite like it before.
Traveling with his family, he had watched soldiers practicing. It was different than when Hevith worked with Vard. The soldiers did it often enough in the evenings. Vard always claimed they had to keep fresh. Guarding the wagons was an easy assignment, but there would come a time when they might need greater skill, so they practiced to maintain their edge.
From what he’d seen of the soldiers who traveled with his family, they had none of Matrin’s skill. The man was an expert, sweeping forward, carving through the attackers. Several of the other soldiers fell in a spray of blood, but Matrin pressed onward, unmindful of what happened.
Then he faced the other man.
He held a curved blade like the others, but he spun it, the blade whistling, moving from position to position almost faster than Hevith could watch.
He marveled at the skill. Both men were amazing.
Then he shook his head. What was he doing watching? This was his chance.
Vard’s warning came to him again: run.
Looking all around, he saw nothing but chaos. The others with Matrin pressed forward, as if waiting for the other man to succeed. If he did, Hevith knew what they would do with the captives like himself—find another buyer.
None of the captives moved. Most remained where they were, arms bound much like his were, saying nothing. For the most part, they wore expressions of hopelessness. Eyes were hollow and dark. Faces flat. Even their posture was one of despair, standing as if waiting for whoever would take them from here.
Hevith backed away and stumbled over one of the fallen soldiers.
Dead eyes stared up at him. A gaping wound in the man’s chest bled heavily. A sword lay untouched on the ground next to him.
Crouching on the ground, he clawed for the sword, moving it just enough that he was able to position the blade so he could pry it up and underneath the bindings around his wrists. As he worked his hands back and forth, the ropes started to come apart. At first slowly, but then more rapidly.
Then he was freed.
Matrin continued to battle with the other, his swords whistling through the air, clanging against the other man’s.
Hevith grabbed the sword and stumbled back.
He couldn’t stay here.
Hevith looked for an opening. The fighting was to his left, toward the north. Behind him was the row of wagons he’d come from. To the left was the west and the empty plains they had traveled across. There would be no hiding there. To the right was the city.
Not waiting to see if anyone else came with him, Hevith ran.
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HEVITH
BEHIND HIM CAME A SHOUT, but Hevith tried to ignore it, racing as quickly as he could across the dry and hard ground. His boots thundered and his breath was heavy in his ears. His heart pounded with each step.
He was free.
And still carrying the sword.
Hevith clutched the blade in both hands, afraid to do anything else with it. It was a simple steel blade, nothing ornate like he’d seen carried by some of the soldiers his family had hired over the years. The blade was designed to be a serviceable weapon. At least it had freed him.
The wall surrounding the city loomed into view. As he ran, trying to ignore the shouting behind him, he wondered if there would be anything up ahead that might keep him safe. What he needed was to find someone who could hide him.
Maybe that wouldn’t matter. If he could run fast enough, he had to hope he could stay ahead of the soldiers, find a place within the city to hide, and wait.
Then what?
Yarshin wasn’t a city he knew. His father had expected they’d find safety here. That wasn’t the sense Hevith had of the city.
The wall was close.
Something struck him from the back, and Hevith staggered.
Dropping to the ground, he rolled over and tried getting to his feet but couldn’t. Pain surged along his back, throbbing through his spine, down to his legs, so they didn’t work.
He had to run.
That thought stayed clear in his mind.
Getting to his feet, ignoring the way he hurt, he staggered forward again. Some part of him didn’t work the way it should, and he found himself staggering at a strange canter, trying to keep moving.
At least he still held on to the sword.
A sound near him caught his attention. It was muted, dull, and seemed angry.
Spinning, Hevith held up the sword.
He struck someone, someone who had been chasing him.
A soldier.
The sword cut through the soldier’s arm, and the other man dropped his bloodstained weapon. Hevith froze as blood began to pool around the injury. The man grabbed for his arm, staring at Hevith, his eyes going wide.
Run.
Behind the man, the fighting had intensified. The soldiers battled with the strange others, the remainder of the soldiers who had been at the wagons now having reached them, bodies crashing into each other. Matrin’s men fared well, fighting with a disciplined precision that reminded him of what he’d seen from Vard and the soldiers when they had trained.
The captives stood in the middle of the fighting. A few had been knocked down and lay motionless on the ground. Others were pushed to the side by attackers. None made any effort to run.
How could they just stand there?
What of the others on the wagons?
Hevith glanced toward the wagons, but there was no sign of them. Either they had headed beyond the rise or they had gone into the city. If into the city, then would he even be safe traveling there?
He had to get somewhere.
Turning away from the fallen soldier, Hevith staggered toward the city. His lungs burned with each step, making it difficult to go on, but he was determined to reach it. Once there, he would be able to find safety. He told himself he was certain.
The wall loomed in front of him. His vision blurred a little and he blinked to clear it. Forcing himself to take another deep breath, he coughed. A bit of blood came up when he did and he spat it out to the side. Why should he be coughing blood?
The pain in his lungs took on a different meaning. When he’d been hit from behind, he must have been more injured than he’d known. The other soldier’s sword had had blood on the blade. It must have been his blood.
He had to find shelter. Yarshin. The city would offer that shelter, if only he could reach it.
He ran.
Each movement was painful, but he forced himself forward. It was what Vard had wanted of him. It was what he needed to do to get to safety. All he had to do was run as quickly as he could, reach some place behind the wall, and he could get away from the fighting and hide.
Where was the opening in the wall?
Hevith jogged along the side of it, searching for an opening. There was none.
In the distance, movement caught his attention.
The wagons.
He stopped. If he kept going in that direction, he’d run right back to the soldiers.
Staying in place wasn’t an option. With the way everything hurt, he couldn’t remain here or he wouldn’t last much longer. The fighting would finish or he would be finished. Either way, he had to keep moving.
Hevith studied the wall. There wasn’t anyone guarding it.
Coughing again, he cringed when more blood came up. He didn’t know much about healing and the body, but he knew that coughing up blood was a bad sign. It explained why his lungs burned with each breath, meaning he’d probably been stabbed in the back. It was a wonder he hadn’t died already.
The stone of the wall was rough. He ran his hands along the surface, feeling the strange pockets along it, and tried to pull himself up. As he did, there wasn’t anything for him to grab. Even if there had been, he wasn’t sure he had the strength he needed to climb.
Which meant he would have to follow the wagons into the city.
Hevith staggered forward. His thoughts were difficult to focus, but he had to find some way in. Once he did, then he could find someplace to get healing. Someone would take pity on him. They would have to.
Trailing his hand along the wall, he fell forward from time to time, but each time he managed to push back upright and keep going. All he could think about was reaching the street leading into the city. Why did it seem like such a long walk? Had it really been that far?
Taking breaks to steady himself, he held himself as upright as possible, using the wall to balance. Every so often, he had to take a few deep breaths and try to clear his head. When he did, a fit of coughing would overtake him. Each fit left him with pain coursing through his chest. One of the coughing spells ended with blood pouring out of his mouth. It took a moment for the waves of lightheadedness to stop sweeping over him, but when they did, he blinked open his eyes, trying to clear them. Was he still in the same place?
It was difficult to know. The wall seemed to be near him, but why was it higher than it had been before? He couldn’t imagine the wall had grown.
No. He’d fallen.
Hevith blinked again. When he did, some of the darkness cleared and he struggled to get to his feet. He climbed up, looking around, and could feel the wind whistling around him, but nothing else. There was a heaviness to the air that made it difficult to breathe. Dragging his hand along the stone, he staggered forward, trying to keep moving, but each step was difficult.
Then he saw the wagons disappear into the city.
That couldn’t be all that far away. If he could reach a little farther, he would be able to get into the city, to safety…
Hevith stumbled.
It wasn’t until his face slammed into the ground that he realized what happened. He lost track of how long he lay there, unable to move, struggling to take a breath. After a while, when it became clear that no one was coming to help, he struggled to get to his knees. As he did, he looked around again. The city seemed so far away. The hillside where the wagons had been had a haze around it, almost as if it were swirling with some strange energy.
Dragging himself up, he leaned on the sword. At least he still had that, though if it came down to it, having a sword wouldn’t do him much good. He’d gotten lucky that he’d survived one attack by holding on to it, but he doubted he’d be able to fend off another.
Hevith used it as a cane, taking a step at a time. With each step, he struggled to keep on his feet. It became of a force of will. He would remain standing. He would take another step.
The sounds of fighting that had been behind him had died off. Distantly, he was aware that was a problem, but he wasn’t going to think about why until he knew more. For now, he wanted another step.
An opening in the wall shone through the darkness in his mind. If he could reach that, he would be able to get to safety. That called to him. All he had to do was take another few steps. Get through that wall. Then…
He stumbled again.
It took longer to get up this time than it had before.
Hevith pushed that thought away, much like he pushed away thoughts of who might be after him. There would have to be other soldiers out there, and he knew that if they caught him, they would do something to him. Likely another blade in his back. Dying here wasn’t what he wanted. He would never learn what happened to his parents. He would never learn what happened to his sister. And he would never be able to help Vard. He’d promised the old soldier that he would help him. If he could reach the city, then he would be able to do something. All it took was getting to his feet.
Dragging one knee up, and then the other, he knelt in place for a long moment. There wasn’t any movement around him, though it seemed like there should be. Where was everything else?
Slowly, he got to his feet. Staggering forward, he reached the road leading into the city. Now he was able to lean on the sword more easily, as it no longer sank into the ground with each step. Propping himself up, he used it to help him stagger a few more steps. Then a few more. Each time he did, he found his pace quickening.
He would make it.
Sounds behind him caught his attention. Turning slowly, he found Matrin stalking toward him. There were two others with him, soldiers Hevith didn’t recognize. It was Matrin who locked eyes on him.
Hevith couldn’t take his eyes off the other man. There was darkness and anger in the way he stared, stalking toward him in a casual manner. No urgency at all.
There wasn’t the strength in him to run. He tried taking a quick step but couldn’t. Instead, he stumbled, staggering forward.
Anger filled him. They’d captured him. Attacked him. What else would they do to him?
Hevith used that. It surged him forward.
The movement behind him was quickening.
No longer did he have Vard’s command in the forefront of his mind. Now it was his own chant. Reach the city. Hide. Reach the city. Hide. Reach the city. Find someone who could help.
Hevith stumbled forward again. Only the anger within him kept him moving.
This time, he staggered with it, staying on his feet. He hurried forward, a stumbling race to keep ahead of his pursuers. A shout rang out behind him, but he couldn’t tell what they said. The sound was muted, but he sensed the urgency in it. They were after him.
Then he reached the entrance to the city.
It was almost enough to make him stop, but there wasn’t time.
Small stone buildings offered little protection, but if he could sneak between them, then he had a chance to disappear. They would look for him, but he might be able to stay just enough ahead of them that they wouldn’t be able to see where he’d gone.
Hevith turned.
The outer streets weren’t that busy, but farther into the city was a much greater sense of activity. If he could reach that part of the city, he thought he might be able to blend in. At the least, it would be harder for them to keep pace with him. They would have to fight through the crowd, no differently than he would, giving him more of a chance.
The only problem was that the crowd was too far ahead of him. He was fading, and he didn’t think he’d be able to stay on his feet for much longer. Then there was the dizziness sweeping through him. He might fall and be able to get back up, but he was feeling so unbalanced.
Coughing again, Hevith looked down at his hand. It was covered in blood.
His heart hammered in his chest.
He staggered toward an alley.
There was no movement down the alley, but he was determined to find a way to hide. Another few steps and he crashed into one of the buildings.
Hevith leaned on the building, using that for support. He staggered forward, trying to hold on to the sword, but at some point, he lost it. Behind him, the sound of pursuit still came to him, louder and louder in his ears. Everything seemed to be pulsing in time with his beating heart.
Another few steps.
The building was rough, pressing against him and tearing at his jacket. He tried to ignore the way it pulled at him, trying to focus only on the next step, but when he took another, he staggered… and stumbled.
The edge within him began to fade.
A doorway.
Hevith hadn’t expected to fall through a door.
He lay on the ground, coughing. There was the sound of movement near him, and he knew he had to get to his feet, to keep stumbling through the city, and that if he didn’t, Matrin and the soldiers would grab him again.
Then hands were on him, dragging him.
Hevith struggled, but after everything, he didn’t have the strength to fight. He’d gotten away, he’d run as Vard had warned him, and he still had ended up back where he had been before. Trapped. Captured. And now he would likely die.
Pain rolled through him.
Coughing again, Hevith tried taking a deep breath, wanting to suck in more air, but blackness surrounded him and he knew no more.
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VOLATAR
REACHING the outskirts of a city I’d once visited left me with memories. That was what my life was these days: a collection of memories. Some of them were vivid and bright, the kind that allowed me to look back and think upon those moments as if I could relive them, and others were faded and muted, as if there was a part of my mind that tried to protect me from them. Good and bad alike.
“What is this place?” Shae asked.
“It was called Teral when I was last here years ago,” I said.
“What is it now?”
I shrugged. “It could still be Teral. Not all cities changed their names following the Reclamation.”
We approached carefully. The last city we’d been to had seemed unchanged, but after what we’d encountered with Shae, there was still the concern that places weren’t fully safe. Then again, we knew they wouldn’t be.
“It’s Teral,” Coldan said.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
He nodded.
Strange that he would know this one and not some of the others, but then again, the things Coldan knew often surprised me. Though he was a skilled fighter, there were parts of his mind that remained a mystery to me, even after all the time we’d spent together.
We followed the road into the city.
As we did, the stench of it filled my nostrils.
Slowing, I looked around.
There were people meandering the streets much like I would expect, though many had their heads down, something to their expression that spoke of sadness. Loss. Devastation.
What had happened here?
We hadn’t seen any sign of fighting along the way, though that didn’t mean it hadn’t reached the city. There was nothing about our surroundings that looked as if it had been caught in the resurgence of the war, either.
Nothing other than the resignation on the faces around us.
“What is it?” Shae asked.
“Can you feel it?”
We’d been working on her skill over the last few weeks. She’d improved, though she still had a hard time focusing. Partly I figured that was tied to her needing to better understand who she was becoming, and not remain so tied to who she had been. That was a transition that needed to take place, though it was one that I wouldn’t have expected to have occurred quite so rapidly.
She had seen more violence than most during the early stages of her connection to the elaron. She needed to recenter, to find herself so that she could determine who she was going to be. Once she did, she would likely have a better control over the power.
“I don’t know what I feel,” she said softly.
“Do you feel it?” Coldan asked, watching me. There was a measure of hope in his eyes that I hated to dash, but there wouldn’t be anything I could tell him to reassure him the way he wanted.
“Not with the elaron,” I said.
He nodded slowly.
I tried not to hold on to that connection of power, but I couldn’t help but feel the sense of unease around me. That was tied to the ne’rash, power I had chased so that I might be able to understand what it would take to stop the attacks. Instead I only found myself drawn deeper into them.
Making our way through the streets, it wasn’t until we neared a clearing at the center of the city that I recognized the stench for what it was.
“We should keep moving,” I said.
“Already? I thought we’d stop here for the night,” Coldan said.
I looked over, meeting his eyes. “Not here.”
Coldan held my gaze a moment before nodding. His hand dipped down to his sword and he drew himself up, taking a deep breath and spreading his shoulders back. It made him seem larger and more intimidating.
“Why can’t we stop?” Shae asked.
“Because of what they’ve done,” I answered.
The haze near the clearing caught my attention and I tried to guide us away from it, but Shae pointed. When she did, her body started glowing softly.
It was only because of her curiosity, but it was enough of a call upon power that it was dangerous, more so than she likely realized.
Tapping her on the arm, I shook my head. “Ease off,” I whispered.
“What?”
Nodding to her, I shook my head. “You have to ease it off. You’ll draw attention to us.”
“What kind of attention?”
“The kind that we’ve been trying to avoid,” I said.
“Are they here?” Coldan asked.
Despite his training, and despite everything I’d done to help him find the peace of the elaron, there remained the soldier part of him that seemed to long for vengeance. It was in his voice, in the eager way he sounded as he looked for an opportunity to fight. It came from everything he’d lost, his reaction different than mine.
It had surprised me early on that someone like Coldan, and the other Guardians like him, had still been able to draw strength from the elaron given their eagerness for violence. I supposed that had more to do with him knowing who he was. If there was anything I knew about Coldan, it was that he had embraced his identity and the role that he served. It was in embracing that role that he’d become something more.
“Somewhere. I can feel them.”
The farther we went into the city, the easier it became to recognize that strange irritation within me. That was the sense of power I could feel. If Shae weren’t careful, she would draw their attention to us.
“You need to relax. Focus on what we’ve been working on. The lessons you’ve learned. Those need to stay with you.”
“I’m trying.”
Her skin still had the steady glow to it, and worse, it seemed to be intensifying.
“Get her out of the city,” I said to Coldan.
“We all go,” he said.
“I need to understand what’s taking place here.”
He shook his head. “You know what’s taking place. You want to know if there’s anything you might be able to learn from them.”
“That’s not it.”
He grabbed my arm and without meaning to, a hint of power escaped from me, slamming into him. Not much, but enough that he was thrown back a step.
It wasn’t just Shae who needed to practice control. I required the same thing.
“You don’t have to do that,” he whispered.
“I’m sorry. It’s this place. This power…”
It seemed to amplify what was building within me. The ne’rash seemed to surge, filling me, and despite knowing it was having that effect on me, I wasn’t able to do anything with it.
“I know. That’s why we need to get you away from here. Both of you.”
“I could remove them,” I said.
“You can’t. Not like this. Even when you embrace that side of you, you aren’t strong enough. We need…”
He forced a sad smile, though neither of us needed for him to finish. Both of us knew what we needed.
“We can go,” I said.
We turned a corner and I tensed.
A dark cloak caught my attention. The power filling the man echoed within me.
“Go,” I whispered.
“Not without you,” Coldan said.
The dark power started to build. It radiated along the street, the sense of it filling me. I doubted that either of them would be aware of it, just as I doubted that either of them would realize the man in front of us wasn’t the only one who had a measure of power. There was someone else nearby, even though I couldn’t see them.
They needed to move.
Shae glowed more brightly.
Damn.
The timing couldn’t have been worse.
As I reached for my sword, I acknowledged it wouldn’t do anything but make me feel a little more prepared. Coldan unsheathed as well, standing alongside me, glancing toward me as he shifted his stance, moving from foot to foot as he readied for whatever we might need to do.
“Can she help?” he asked, flicking his gaze to Shae.
“She’s not ready,” I said.
“I know you don’t think she is, but can she help?”
“We haven’t worked on anything that would be useful against them.”
“Then it’s up to us. Shae—you need to hide as best as you can.”
I forced a grim smile. It would be mostly up to him, and he knew it. Unless I reached for the ne’rash. There would be some things I might be able to do, but it would require that I embrace the darkness and call upon power that would threaten to overwhelm me. With the power facing us, it might not be enough.
The man started toward us. Power built from him.
I hesitated a moment and unleashed a burst of my own power.
It didn’t expect it to do much, and when it slammed into him, he merely deflected it. He would have a much greater connection to that power and would know what he needed to do in order to prevent himself from getting injured.
Coldan raced forward, sword now unsheathed.
When an attack struck him, he twisted, swinging the sword through the power, carving through the magic with a blade that glowed softly.
The Hith stood for a moment, uncertain.
Maybe Coldan would be enough. He was powerful and had trained to face the Hith for as long as I had served as Volatar. Then again, he’d always had me to help, to provide guidance and additional strength. There was none of that now.
Another blow slammed into Coldan from the side, and he staggered.
For a moment, he stood holding the sword and I thought that he might go barreling forward in his next attack, but he fell backward. With his connection to the elaron, he should be protected.
Should be.
I was there in a heartbeat.
He lay unmoving.
Having been around battles like this before, I knew how easily things could go awry. I hadn’t expected to see him dropped quite so quickly. With all of the fighting we’d done over the years, everything that had been asked of him, seeing Coldan go down with a single attack unsettled me.
And angered me.
It filled me.
The Hith across from me kept moving forward. The power within him built, rising in intensity. I ignored it, focusing instead on what I could do, the way I could overcome what he was trying to do to me. There was a sense of energy washing along my skin.
I released that power.
Not at the Hith. He would be able to deflect most of the attacks I could use against him. Instead, I focused on the ground at his feet, letting that power blast him into the air. It was brutal but effective.
He went flying.
Racing forward, I reached him as he landed and slammed my sword into his chest before he had a chance to get up or move.
The sense of energy around me still built and I spun around, prepared for someone more.
There was nothing.
That power was still there. I could feel it pressing upon me. There was a sense of that energy sweeping toward me.
Scanning the street, I didn’t see anyone else here. Whoever was responsible for that power eluded me.
They were here.
Reaching Coldan, I found him breathing and awake. The blast hadn’t killed him.
That realization allowed me to relax a little.
I took a deep breath, trying to settle myself, but with what we’d encountered, it was difficult to do.
“Easy,” Coldan whispered.
“I should be the one telling that to you.”
“You should be, but you’re not.”
He started to sit and then Shae was there, still glowing and now with more intensity.
That was the extra irritation I could feel.
It burned against my skin. I wanted nothing more than to find some way to remove it.
Power began to build up within me and I resisted the urge to unleash it.
It took everything in my power to resist that urge.
Coldan took my wrist, squeezing it. He could tell how hard it was on me.
“You don’t have to do that,” he said.
“I know.”
“Let it go.”
Taking a deep breath, I shook my head. “I’m trying.”
“Try harder.”
Getting to my feet, I stepped away as Shae ran her hands along Coldan. I doubted she knew what she was doing, but the power within her flowed away from her and into him. There was a slight healing from it. It would be enough.
Coldan got up and stood unsteadily for a moment as he looked around before picking up his sword. His gaze finally settled on the fallen Hith before he turned to me, a hint of a question within his eyes.
“We should get away from here,” he said.
“That’s what I was saying,” I said.
“You were saying that we should go. Not you.”
“There are things I might be able to understand,” I said.
“Not here.”
Perhaps he was right. It wouldn’t be good for me to stay here. It would be dangerous. I’d already drawn upon the ne’rash again, letting that power explode through me, so there was a danger in lingering here that was more than just me using that power again. It was the danger of losing myself.
“Find yourself again,” he said to me.
“I know who I am.”
“You don’t, but you can find it,” he said.
Taking a deep breath, I turned away. There was no further movement along the street. As we made our way through, I realized there should have been someone, though there was not. Everyone had been turned away by the attack.
We moved through the city, and I avoided looking over at the others. There was no point in doing so. I could feel the weight of Coldan’s gaze on my back, the way he stared at me, practically demanding that I pay attention to him, though there wasn’t anything I could do.
The stench built as we wandered through the city. I tried to ignore it, but the overwhelming nature of it made it difficult to do so.
“What is that?” Shae asked.
“Bodies.”
“Bodies?” she repeated.
“Rotting and burned,” I said.
“How? Why?”
“Not now,” Coldan said.
“Why not?”
He nodded toward me and I could only shake my head. He was worried that talking about what they’d done to the Jahor would bring me deeper into the darkness. As if there was anything that could bring me even deeper at this point. I had already delved far enough into that darkness that anything the two of them might do or say wouldn’t matter.
When we finally reached the edge of the city, we slowed. There was no movement along the road, as if those who were in the city knew there would be no escape for them. Perhaps there could be no escape. They were trapped here.
The stench of the city was behind us, but it lingered long enough that I couldn’t help but shiver. Coldan watched me, the worried look in his eyes evident, though there wasn’t anything I could say to him that would put him more at ease.
“What happened to him?” Shae whispered.
It was loud enough that I could hear the question, though some of that was tied to how I was wrapped in the power I possessed. I doubted she knew what she was asking, much like I doubted Coldan would answer.
But he did.
“He embraced a different kind of power so that he could save us.” He said it softly and I could feel his gaze on me, the look of concern that burned in his eyes. There was compassion there. The same compassion that had brought me back.
“Did it?”
“No,” I said.
We were silent as we made our way along the road. Traveling had gone smoothly, and we were making good time, but mostly because we’d been skirting around villages, choosing larger cities to stay in. It was less likely that we’d be discovered.
There had been other evidence of the return of fighting. Mostly it came from the sense of tension filling the places we passed, a tension they tried to mask but didn’t do all that well. There was no way to mask the edge carried by the people.
We’d seen no actual fighting. That would be coming, especially given what I’d been feeling. That was the gift of the power I’d claimed. I could feel the sense of destruction that existed, even if I couldn’t see it.
“It’s the same power I saw you use before?”
When I didn’t answer, Shae pushed.
“We had peace. The war was over,” Shae said.
“There was never peace.”
“But the stories of the Volatar…”
I turned toward her, hating that I could feel that darkness in me, that same darkness that I knew filled my eyes. It was there, regardless of what I wanted to do to suppress it.
“They were stories.”
“Not just stories, and you know it,” Coldan said, putting himself in between Shae and me. “You gave us peace.”
“Until they took it again,” I said.
“You couldn’t have done anything to stop it.”
“Couldn’t I? The Volatar should have been able to do anything. Isn’t that what everyone said? Isn’t everyone looking to the Volatar to save them even now?”
Coldan watched me, shaking his head. “You did what you could. More than anyone would ever have asked of you.”
“What did he do?” Shae whispered.
“When they attacked again, he went into the heart of darkness and found—”
“Death,” I finished.
Sometimes when I closed my eyes, I could still see that darkness. I could still feel what we’d gone through. There were times when it stayed with me, when the dreams filled me, and others when it was little more than a memory.
Those were easier… and harder. In those, I had no idea what I’d done, but considering the power I possessed at the time, the way I’d embraced that power, there was no doubting that I had done awful things.
“You stopped them again,” Coldan said softly.
“I stopped nothing. Only myself.”
It was getting late and we’d need to rest for the night, but I had no interest in stopping yet. With what we’d seen—and I’d felt—in the last city, I wanted nothing more than to keep moving.
“You saved me.”
“I didn’t save anything.”
“I would have died were it not for what you did.”
Shae looked at me, the longing for answers clear in her eyes. How could it not be?
“The elaron is one of the great powers in the world. The ne’rash is another. The power of death. Darkness. It’s the power the Hith use. A power I should not have pursued, but did.”
Shae shivered.
I shook my head. “I thought the same thing. For so long, I believed that the Hith were evil because of their power, but that isn’t it at all. The ne’rash isn’t necessarily evil.”
“It can change you, though,” Coldan said.
“All power can change a person,” I said. “It’s a matter of how it changes you. Death and destruction are a part of the world, no differently than life and growth, the power of the elaron.”
“You can use this?” Shae asked, her voice a whisper.
“It’s the same power they use. The way I use it—or try to—is different. It changed my connection to the elaron. If I can’t regain it, then the Jahor will fall for good. The Trilan, the man who directs the Hith, will destroy them—us—completely.”
That was what I told myself. I hadn’t changed so much that I couldn’t come back. I had to believe that. If it wasn’t true, this entire journey was for nothing.
“I don’t understand.”
Coldan took a deep breath before speaking. “The Volatar must return, Shae. That’s why we travel. If we fail, then all hope is lost.”



14



HEVITH
EVERYTHING ACHED. Hevith tried to roll over, but his body didn’t respond the way it should. Blinking open his eyes, he was greeted with nothing more than blackness. The sense of darkness all around was absolute, as if he were within the wagon on a cloudy night, rumbling through a forest once again.
For a moment, he thought everything he’d been through and seen had been nothing more than a dream. A terrible dream, but still a dream.
He hurt in ways that he shouldn’t if it were only a dream. His mouth was dry and he licked his lips, trying to work moisture back into them. Taking a few breaths, he found a hint of pain, but not as much as he remembered experiencing.
He’d been stabbed.
That much seemed real. He remembered how badly his back had hurt and the way he hadn’t been able to take so much as a breath without his lungs burning. That was enough to know that something awful had happened to him.
And he remembered coughing up blood. He should be dead, but he was still alive. Somehow.
The soldiers must have gotten to him, but why would they have nursed him back to health? He hadn’t seen anything from them to suggest they cared about their captives. They had been willing to use violence as they forced their prisoners to walk or to work together. There had been none they had taken the time to help, so why him?
Unless it wasn’t the soldiers.
Slowly, he attempted to sit up.
A sense of stiffness worked through him, though that was probably from lying as he had been for as long as it must have been. How long had it been? Long enough that he didn’t feel the pain the way he had before waking, but he had no idea how long that might have been. More than a few hours, certainly. It could be even longer.
Where were his captors?
They hadn’t killed him, and they would certainly have had the chance to do so. Considering the shape he must have been in, it wouldn’t have been difficult for them to finish him off.
That meant they had wanted him to recover, though he didn’t know why. Getting up was the first thing he needed to do, but then it was about figuring out what had happened and why.
Testing his legs, he stood. A wave of dizziness washed over him, reminding him of what he’d felt when he’d been running for the city, but then it passed.
Hevith licked his lips again. He needed something to drink. His rumbling stomach suggested he find something to eat, too.
Looking around the room, he realized it wasn’t completely dark as he had assumed at first. There was some light, though it was diminished. It snaked underneath a door and worked around the entirety of the frame, enough for him to be able to make out a few details in the room.
It wasn’t large. Barely more than the space in the back of the wagon, but like the wagon, there was room for a bed… and a basin.
Hevith staggered over to it and tested for water. Cupping his hands into the basin, he scooped water to his mouth and drank. It was warm and had a hint of mint to it, but wasn’t unpleasant.
Licking his lips again, his stomach rumbled more loudly, protesting him drinking and not eating. Hevith rubbed at his stomach as he headed toward the door. He might not know what was on the other side, but he would find out. Staying here did nothing for him.
As he tested the lock, the door came open.
Light streamed in. Hevith took a moment to let his eyes adjust until he could make out detail on the other side of the door. A fire crackled in a hearth on the far side of the room, the source of the light. It radiated a pleasant warmth and he took a deep breath, letting that warmth wash over him. Not that he’d been cold inside the room. Now that he thought about it, he’d been comfortable. Still, that warmth was pleasant.
He didn’t see anything, but there was a smell of food that made his mouth water and his stomach rumble.
Taking another step out of the small room, he looked around. There was no sign of whoever had captured him.
Only… was this capture? It didn’t feel like captivity the same way he had experienced with the soldiers. With them, there had been a distinct sense that he wasn’t going to go anywhere they didn’t want him to go. Though he had yet to learn what limits he might have here, it felt comfortable. Cozy.
Which was enough to make him worried.
Then again, he had come into the city hoping to find someone who would help. What if he had succeeded?
Taking another step out into the room, his feet got tangled while trying to sneak forward and he stumbled, crashing to the ground.
Hevith lay for a moment, trying to gather himself, before rolling over.
When he did, a wrinkled face looked down at him.
“You’re awake.”
Hevith couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. They wore a long robe, almost a traveling cloak, and leaned on a cane. Wrinkles around their eyes made it difficult to tell what color they were.
“I thought you’d be out for much longer, but Callah wills as he wills.”
The person turned away, tapping their cane on the ground as they walked.
Hevith got to his feet, looking around again. At least he hadn’t gotten hurt when he fell.
This was his new captor?
“Where am I?”
The person turned back to him, frowning. They tapped the cane on the ground with two sharp cracks. “You come into Yarshin and don’t know where you are?” The person laughed. It was high-pitched. A woman then. “How do you not know where you are?”
She looked at him, cocking her head to the side. There was something about the expression on her wrinkled face that made it seem as if she knew more than she was letting on. She would, though. If she had found him, she would have known what shape he was in. She might even be the reason he’d survived.
“I was captured. We were brought here.” He thought of what he knew of the maps his father had, remembering Yarshin on it. “They… they were trying to sell me.”
Her mouth pressed into a tight line. “Sell you? What makes you think you have value to sell?”
Hevith blinked. “I don’t know why they wanted to sell me. They fought. I ran.”
She grunted and turned away, tapping her cane as she went. “Probably for the best, given the carnage outside the walls, though you didn’t get away clean, did you?” She took a seat on a faded wooden chair near the hearth, tipping her cane against the chair. Looking up at him, the wrinkles around the corners of her eyes seemed to deepen.
“How did I survive?”
“Ah. Now there’s a question.”
Hevith waited, but she didn’t elaborate.
He took another step into the room. His legs felt stronger the longer he was up, and he thought that if it came down to it, he would be able to run if needed. Yet why would he need to run from her? At least not before he had answers, and that was what he wanted most of all.
“Why don’t you want to answer?”
“A knife to the back or a sword?” she asked, leaning forward slightly. “The shape suggested a knife, but it was deep. Yes, it was deep. All the way into the lung, it went. Something like that can be painful.”
“That’s why I was coughing blood?”
She tipped her head to the side, watching him. The wrinkles seemed to fade slightly. “Had it gotten so bad? I suppose it must have, given the way you appeared when you got to me. Not many would have been able to make it quite so far.”
“How far do you think I made it?”
She turned toward a door on one wall. “Far enough to make it into the city. Far enough to escape the killing outside Yarshin.” She swiveled on the chair, looking back at him. “Far enough. As I said, not many would have been able to get quite so far.”
Hevith took another step toward her. He wanted to sit, but wanted to wait until she gave him permission to do so. When he reached the table in the middle of the room, he rested his hands on it, leaning to the side. It took some pressure off the injury in his back, though he was still more tired than he had expected he would have been.
“I think it was a sword. That’s what I saw.”
“Stabbed in the back and you saw the man who did it? Now that would be a trick.”
Hevith smiled. “After I was stabbed, I turned around.”
“What makes you think it’s the same man?”
“There wasn’t anyone else there.”
She frowned. “Maybe you didn’t see the others.”
Hevith thought she was making a joke. With the way she’d been talking, he couldn’t help but think that. She had a strange mannerism and an odd way of watching him, but she didn’t smile at him.
“I think I would have known had there been others.”
She watched him a moment. “Perhaps you would have.”
Taking another step forward, he looked around. He didn’t think there were any others here, but he hadn’t looked for them either. What if she wasn’t alone?
Now that he was more to the center of the room, he was able to tell it was a small home. Nothing more than that. Other than the hearth and the table, a stove at the opposite side of the room took up much of the space. There was the door leading to the room where he’d been, and then another door near it, equally darkened.
“I should be dead, shouldn’t I?” he asked when he turned his gaze back to her.
“Who says you should be?”
“I know how that stabbing felt. I was losing blood.”
“Just because a man loses blood doesn’t mean he dies. Plenty of men lose blood and survive, especially these days.”
“We’ve stayed away from the war.”
She grunted and turned her attention to the fire. “There is no staying away from the war. You’ve seen that yourself. You might try to outrun it, but if you stay in these lands, it’s going to come for you eventually. It comes for everyone.”
She fell silent again and Hevith took another step toward her. Another chair rested near the fire and he took a seat, perching on the end of it.
“My family were travelers. Traders. We were caught. We were coming to Yarshin for safety.” He started softly, but the slight tension in her shoulders suggested that she listened. “I didn’t see what happened, but one of the men with us thought it was the Hith.”
She looked over from the fire. “The Hith shouldn’t be in these lands.”
Hevith frowned. “Maybe not here near Yarshin, but where we were attacked.” He had lost track of how long he’d traveled with the soldiers. Long enough to leave the forest behind. Long enough that he had left everything behind. Now that he was here, he didn’t know if there would be any way to find his family again.
“The Hith don’t leave survivors, either.”
“I think they thought me dead. Everyone else…”
She watched him before nodding and turning back to the fire. “You were away from the war but ended up a part of it anyway. Unfortunate.”
He took a deep breath and looked over at her. “Why did you help me?”
“It wasn’t your time.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
She reached for her cane and leaned toward him as if she were going to get out of her seat. “You weren’t ready to die. I did what I could. You lived. Now you get to decide what that means for you.”
The old woman stood slowly, leaning on the cane as she hobbled toward the kitchen. When she was there, she tapped it once before turning to the stove.
Hevith stared at the flames crackling in the hearth for a few moments. They drew his eye. The warmth flooded over him, leaving him comfortable in a way he hadn’t been since losing his family. Even before that, there were plenty of days traveling when he didn’t know much comfort. That was life on the road, life within the wagons. Only when they reached welcoming lands—and cities—were they able to find that sense of calm and ease.
When the woman tapped her way toward him again, he looked up to see an offered plate of food. Hevith took it and began to pick at the food. Meat and carrots, along with some strange gray lump that he’d never seen before.
His stomach rumbled again.
“What now?” he asked.
“You get to choose.”
“All I wanted was to return to my family, but I wouldn’t even know where to begin to find them.”
Though he did.
Take the star Inilahr and follow it until you see it fade.
Would that be where his parents had gone?
“You said the Hith attacked.”
“They attacked, but I think they took my people.”
She shook her head. “The Hith don’t take prisoners.”
Hevith blinked, swallowing back the lump in his throat. Images of his parents, his sister, others within the caravan, all drifted into his mind. “They can’t be gone. We didn’t see any remains.” Not many, at least. There had been some. Seban. The woman whose legs he’d spotted. There had to be some who lived.
The woman watched him a moment. “Then perhaps they live. Perhaps. I’m telling you only what I knew, not what I know.”
“You have experience with the Hith in Yarshin?”
“Not in Yarshin.”
“But you sound like you know about the Hith.”
She took a step away from him, resting both hands on her cane as she watched him. “I know about the Hith. Yarshin only begins to.”
“You aren’t from here.”
“There you go, finding the right connection again. Maybe Callah had a reason for saving you after all.”
“Who is Callah?”
She tapped her cane again. “Who is Callah?” She made a motion with one hand, raising two fingers to the sky before tapping her chest with them. “I thought merchants understood the customs of other lands. Maybe your family stopped that tradition.”
“My father tried, but I don’t remember hearing about Callah.” Hevith had learned about many different gods. In some places, they worshipped the sun, others the sea, and still others had animals they celebrated. There was one nation that had a dozen gods, all of them different, and all of them battling for supremacy. His father mentioned rumors of a place where they had a strange tree they celebrated. Hevith had been warned to pay attention so that he wouldn’t upset those they traded with. There was never mention of a Callah.
“Then he didn’t do a good job, not if you don’t know Callah.” She raised her fingers again and then tapped her chest.
“Who is Callah?”
She hobbled toward him, tapping her cane on the ground as she went. “Callah is the reason you live.”
“You have a way of talking to Callah? Who are you?”
She tipped her head to the side, watching him a moment before shaking her head. “As to the first, not quite so directly as I imagine you think. There are ways I can feel Callah. The same way I knew you needed help. As to the second, you may call me Mel.”
She hid something from him, though he couldn’t tell what it was. “You knew I needed help?”
She nodded once. “Callah willed it.”
Hevith watched her a moment, half expecting that she’d say something more, but she didn’t. The woman tapped her cane and turned away from him, heading toward the room in the back of the cottage.
When she was gone, Hevith pulled up his jacket to examine his skin. He wasn’t able to see where he’d been stabbed, but presuming it was in his back, he should feel something. Feeling along his back, he couldn’t find anything. There was no evidence of a dressing. No stitching. Nothing that suggested he’d been injured.
Hevith lowered his shirt.
Hadn’t he been stabbed?
He had seen the man who’d attacked him and the blood on his blade. There hadn’t been any question about that. How was it that he didn’t have any evidence of the injury?
Maybe the better question was, how long had he been here?
Getting to his feet, he stretched, looking around. There wasn’t anything here that gave him any idea about the woman. Other than what she’d said to him, he didn’t know anything about her.
She knew of the Hith. She wasn’t from Yarshin. She believed that her god had wanted him saved.
Hevith headed toward the door, weakness making his steps heavy. Even after recovering as much as he had, he still felt incredibly tired. The fatigue was almost too much for him, though he thought he should be able to withstand it. At least his stomach no longer rumbled with hunger pains. His throat was dry, but it wasn’t because he was thirsty.
Leaning on the door a moment, he hesitated.
If he left, he might not get any more answers than he already had. If he remained…
Hevith didn’t think he could—or should—remain. Vard was still out there, hopefully alive, and he needed to get to the old soldier to offer him whatever support he could. Then there was the matter of his family. Hevith was determined to get to them, to find what had happened, and to save them. He had to find some way to do that, but he doubted he would be able to do it on his own. Until he knew more about the Hith, he wouldn’t be able to do anything for them.
Taking a deep breath, he stepped back toward the hearth. This wasn’t where he wanted to be. With everything he’d been through, he couldn’t help but feel as if there were so many other things he needed to be doing. Still, if this was the way he would be able to find help, then maybe this was where he needed to be.
As he looked away from the fire, he found the woman watching him. The deep wrinkles around the corners of her eyes shadowed her gaze, and it seemed almost as if a cloud passed over her face, but then it passed.
“There’s a man still captured. He’s a friend,” he said. “Can you help me find out if he survived?” That would be the first thing he needed to determine. Then it would be on to finding what he could of his family.
She tapped on her cane a moment, stepping toward him. When she studied him, it seemed as if she saw deep into him, as if staring into his soul. Hevith shivered.
“I will, if Callah wills it.”
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HEVITH
ACTIVITY in the street made it difficult to maneuver all that easily. Hevith stayed to the side, following Mel, but the old woman moved far more quickly now that she was out of her home. The cane seemed more an accessory than anything she really needed, and she twisted and turned through the street as she made her way away from her cottage. A scarf covered her head, wrapped as if she feared the sunlight the overcast day didn’t provide.
When Hevith had first stepped out in the street, he’d been surprised at how far into the city he had made it. When he’d stumbled into the city, he’d thought he was little more than a few buildings in, but the cottage was quite a ways farther than he’d expected. From the street, he wasn’t able to make out the wall at all. Outside Mel’s home, it was quiet. An empty street. Other buildings much like hers lined the road, but he’d never seen anyone outside.
That didn’t mean there was no sign of others. Every so often, he heard the muted sound of voices, though never so loud he was able to make out the conversation. When he’d finally stepped outside, he’d stood there, lingering and listening, but hadn’t been able to make out anything.
The longer he’d been with Mel, the farther he’d been willing to venture along the street outside her home. The first days had been spent sitting by the fire, recuperating. He’d passed the time thinking about his family, the rest of the caravan, and what it would take to get to them and help them. According to Mel, there was no sign of wagons like his father would have led. He’d either moved farther to the north or he’d been attacked too.
Mel had books she’d lent him to read, and maps he’d studied, thinking if he ever returned to his family—or wagons—that he’d need that knowledge. His strength returned rapidly, though he was still weakened. Hevith suspected that came from the blood loss, though that surprised him considering how everything else had recovered as quickly as it had. The stiffness he’d felt when first coming around had faded, improving with each day, so that now he only had to stretch for a few moments each morning.
Mel turned a corner, disappearing for a moment. Hevith hurried after her, not wanting to lose her. He didn’t know if he’d be able to find his way back.
“Where are you guiding me?” he asked when he caught up to her.
She glanced over, tapping the cane, though not for support. The sound rang out against the cobbled street, surging against the rest of the noise, that of the voices of others in the street, shop owners shouting at passersby to stop, and the steady clop of horses pulling carts. There were no wagons. Hevith had been looking for wagons, something that would suggest the soldiers who had captured him had come into the city, and some sign of others like Vard, but they hadn’t seen anything.
“You asked about your friend.”
“Did you find him?”
She shook her head. In the steel gray daylight, her hair had a strange sheen to it. “Not him, but Callah brought me something else.”
Hevith had become accustomed to her references to Callah. Mel believed the god guided her in everything she did. Who was to say he didn’t? His parents had believed in a different deity, one that guided them safely, though had Aljash truly watched over them, they wouldn’t have been attacked the way they had. He flushed at the thought of defying the god he’d been raised to follow, but ever since his captivity, he hadn’t known how to follow Aljash. He certainly hadn’t had the opportunity to do so.
"Was it the Hith? I told you that I don’t know that it was the Hith.”
She paused, looking over at him. “I feel their touch. You saw them.”
She started off, forcing Hevith to hurry to keep up. “What do you mean that you feel it?”
“You’ve seen the edge of the war, though you might not have known it.”
“My parents tried to keep us ahead of it. They didn’t want us a part of the war. We traveled north.”
“North is dangerous for other reasons,” she muttered.
“The Hith?”
She shook her head. “Not the Hith. There are those who would prefer we not enter their realm.”
Hevith thought she might explain more, but she didn’t. “What did you mean that you feel their touch?”
“Their power. The ne’rash. Darkness. They oppose the Jahor. The elaron. Light.”
Hevith wanted her to say more, but she didn’t.
They weaved through the street. Yarshin was a large city, though Hevith had known that from the first time he’d seen it. None of the buildings were tall, but there was a sprawl to them, a spread and a space between them that surprised him, given the wall surrounding the entirety of the city. His experience with walled cities had shown that most were cramped, the confines within the walls making it so that additional growth was difficult.
Not Yarshin. From what he’d seen, when the city needed to expand, the wall had been shifted outward. It made sections of it irregular, and he couldn’t imagine the effort the masons had to undertake in order for it to remain secured, but it gave the city an open feel he hadn’t expected.
Most of the buildings were stone, though a few were of wood. The style was simple and blocky, with little ornamentation. There had been no buildings he’d seen with any real decoration, nothing like some of the other places his family had visited over the years.
The people shared in the simplicity, from the cut and color of their clothes to the weapons they carried. Many had simple swords, though most were unarmed. Within the walls of the city, none would need any real weapons. Soldiers patrolled, wearing distinct blue-painted mail and helmets with striped feathers protruding from the sides. All were armed with curved swords, nothing like the straight blades he saw from those in the city who did carry weapons.
They turned another corner, and Mel slowed before starting to lean on her cane. At first, Hevith thought the effort of the walk had gotten to her, but the farther they went, he realized she wasn’t really leaning on the cane as he had thought at first. It was still nothing but decoration.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Time to be cautious.” Mel shifted her scarf, pulling it around her face a bit more.
“For what?”
She shook her head.
Hevith didn’t see anything that looked all that different here. The crowds were much the same as in other parts of the city, though it didn’t seem as if there were any carts or horses in this section. A patrol of five soldiers swept through, moving quickly, before turning the corner.
Mel headed in their direction.
Hevith scurried after her but didn’t like the idea of following the soldiers. He didn’t know what she intended, and didn’t know Mel well enough to know whether she would do anything to challenge them, but after his time in captivity, he wanted nothing to do with soldiers like that.
“Why do they patrol in the city?” he asked.
“Do you think the war stays outside of Yarshin?”
“My family has tried to stay ahead of it, but we knew it was moving faster than we could.”
She grunted, tapping her cane on the ground again before pausing and tilting her head slightly forward. It almost seemed as if she were sniffing at the air. “There was a time when you could get ahead of the war, but that time has long ago passed. Yarshin tried to stay out of it too, but when it became clear that wasn’t possible, the city built the wall, thinking it would keep them safe. Now all it does is keep most inside.”
“It seems safer than being outside the city if there are those who would attack.”
“Safer isn’t safe.”
She hobbled forward, now looking once again like the old lady he’d seen when he’d first come around. Each step required her to lean on her cane, as if she truly needed it for support. Hevith watched as she moved, trying to figure out what she was doing before needing to hurry and keep up with her.
The soldiers they had seen were stopped ahead of them at a small building. The door was open and a shout came from somewhere inside the building. Two of the soldiers had swords unsheathed while the other three stayed toward the back, watching. There was no tension in their posture, nothing that suggested any level of concern about what they might face.
“What are they doing?”
“They think they found Jahor,” she whispered, glancing over at him. “You should pull your hood up.”
Jahor?
There were those within the caravan who had called themselves Jahor.
“My hood? Why?”
She shook her head. “Just do it.”
Hevith followed her instructions, pulling the hood up over his head. The fabric limited his ability to see, but Mel nodded at him before turning her attention once again in front of her. She tapped on the cane as she stepped forward, staying to the side of the road. Hevith did the same, keeping with her, but out of the main part of the street. Something told him he didn’t want to get too close to the soldiers.
The two who had unsheathed swords dragged someone forward.
Hevith stared. A young girl, probably the same age as him, maybe a little younger, was dragged out of the home. A figure inside the home shouted, screaming at the soldiers, but they ignored them.
They began to march along the street, the girl dragged along with them.
“What was that about?” he asked.
He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She had a pale complexion, thoughh dark hair much like his. Tears streamed down her face, and a bruise on one cheek looked fresh. Every time she stumbled, one of the soldiers grabbed her roughly and forced her forward again.
“The war,” Mel whispered. “It shouldn’t be in the city. Not yet.”
She hobbled forward and reached the building. Hevith followed and by the time he caught up, the sound of wailing inside caught his attention.
“Easy,” Mel said, pulling the scarf down and stepping forward.
“Movras?” a voice asked.
Mel tapped her cane twice and somewhere deeper in the home, a light bloomed within a lantern. “Easy,” she said again.
A sobbing woman staggered forward and threw her arms around Mel. “Please, Movras. You have to get her back.”
“I will do what I can,” Mel said.
The woman took a shaky breath before standing and wiping her eyes. “They shouldn’t have known about her. We’ve kept her inside as much as we can, and dressed her from head to toe when outside. They shouldn’t have known!”
Mel tapped her cane again. “They have ways of learning, as you well know. The reward is high.”
“Why are they doing this to us?” The woman started sobbing again, and her voice caught with each word.
“You know as well as I do why they do this.”
The woman continued sobbing. A tall man emerged from someplace deeper in the home and slipped his arms around the woman’s waist, guiding her away. “We’ve got the others hidden. I don’t know how long we’ll be able to keep them safe.”
“As long as you need to,” Mel said.
“When will we have transport from here?” he asked.
Mel tapped her cane a moment more. “When it’s safe.”
“Safe. We get chased out of our home, away from the place our people have called our own for centuries, and you tell me that we can leave when it’s safe?”
Mel took a deep breath and pulled her scarf over her face again. “We all must make sacrifices.”
“And you, Movras. What sacrifice do you make?”
“My people,” she whispered.
With that, Mel started toward the door. When she reached it, she leaned forward on her cane again and tapped it twice before starting into the street. Hevith followed, leaving the hood of his cloak pulled up over his face. He glanced behind him, but the door to the home closed as soon as they left.
There was something different about it. A mark along the center of the door appeared freshly painted. He hadn’t noticed it when he had entered the home, but then he’d been so focused on the sobbing woman and what he’d seen from the soldiers that he hadn’t paid any attention to anything else.
When they’d put a little distance between themselves and the soldiers, he turned to Mel. “What was that about?”
“That is about the war.”
“I don’t understand. Why did they call you Mo—”
She smacked him in the shins, cutting him off. “You cannot use that term. Not out here.”
Mel waited, watching him a moment, and when she seemed satisfied that he wasn’t going to say anything more, she started through the streets again, tapping her cane as she went.
This wasn’t the way back to her home, but where was she going?
She weaved along the street, moving more quickly than he would have expected from her before today. When they turned a corner, Hevith thought he understood what she was doing.
The soldiers were there.
The girl was still with them, though she was slumped over so that one of the soldiers had to carry her. The others moved quickly through the street, and no one blocked their way.
“What are you going to do?” Hevith whispered.
Hevith’s father had believed they’d find safety in Yarshin.
Could there be safety in a place like this?
Not with soldiers who marched through the city the way they did. Not with the violence he saw here.
What of the Jahor?
Was that why his father had come this way?
There were too many questions, and without his father to ask, he didn’t know if he would ever learn the answers.
“Nothing.”
“Are you going to let them take her?”
There was something about the girl that reminded him of Eliza. It might be the long, dark hair, or perhaps the pale complexion. Whatever it was left anger bubbling up within him.
He had thought coming to the city would lead him to safety, but there was no safety in Yarshin. Perhaps he had been allowed to recover, but what about these others? They weren’t safe. They were still tormented. Children pulled away from their parents. Dragged through the streets. Soldiers attacking.
It sickened him. Angered him.
Mel held on to his arm.
Hevith hadn’t realized that he had started forward, but the irritation bubbling up within him made him want to do something.
“You can’t do anything to help her.”
“We can’t let them take her like that.”
“Do you even know what they intend for her?”
Hevith shook his head. “I heard her parents. They fear whatever they plan to do to her.”
“As they should. Because they understand. They know the dangers she faces. They know the challenges. They have lived here long enough…”
The soldiers turned and Mel leaned forward on her cane, watching them.
Hevith stared through the hood of his cloak. A part of him wanted to run and try to grab the girl, but he doubted he’d be able to do anything to help. Not against five soldiers, and certainly not in the condition he found himself in.
Mel held on to his wrist, keeping him from moving. He tried to jerk his hand away, but she squeezed, holding him tightly.
The soldiers stopped in front of another house.
This time, Hevith was able to see what they did more clearly. One of them made a mark on the door, a long slash with a circle around the top. The other kicked the door open.
What happened after came quickly. Two soldiers marched inside, swords unsheathed. Within a moment, little more than that, they returned, dragging another with them. This time, it was a young boy who reminded him of Seban. The boy cried, cowering as he tried to pull away from the soldiers, but there was no fight in him.
The two who’d entered the home stepped back into the street.
Something struck one of them from behind. The soldier staggered forward, falling into another. The boy took the opportunity to kick one of the soldiers holding him, fighting more than Hevith had when he’d been captured, and ran. One of the soldiers raced after him.
The others turned toward the cottage, swords unsheathed. The girl they’d captured before was left lying on the ground, motionless.
They stormed into the home.
Mel remained tense, her jaw clenched, and the wrinkles around her eye deepening.
“Aren’t you going to do anything to help?” he asked.
“What would you have me do?”
“Doesn’t Callah want you to help?”
“That isn’t the way of Callah.”
He watched, thinking of the attack on the wagons, of the people he’d lost. Hevith knew he shouldn’t react, that Vard had taught him to be more calculating, but seeing these people suffer and remembering how much he had suffered set something off within him.
Hevith jerked his hand free and raced across the street. The soldiers were still in the home, and though he could hear the shouting and some screaming, he ignored it.
When he reached the girl, he grabbed her.
She was heavier than he would have expected, or maybe, after everything he’d been through, he was still weaker than he once had been. Scooping her off the street with a grunt, he kept his gaze fixed on the door, staring at it.
The soldiers were still inside, but he doubted they would be there for much longer.
Hevith staggered away. Mel remained motionless on the far side of the street, and he turned away from her, heading toward one of the side streets. The girl moaned and started thrashing. Hevith tried to soothe her but as soon as he made any sound, she began to thrash more violently.
When he reached the side street, he had no choice but to set her down. If he didn’t, he feared dropping her. Her eyes snapped open and she looked up at him.
She kicked.
Hevith wasn’t prepared for the kick and tried to move out of the way, but she was quick. It struck him in the stomach and he fell backward, striking his head on the building nearby. The hood fell back from his face.
She hesitated. “You’re not one of them.”
Her voice was soft, accented. She got to her feet, watching him.
Sound came from the end of the alley and she jerked her head around, staring toward the street. Her eyes widened slightly and she jumped to her feet and started running.
Hevith got up slowly, rubbing the back of his head. It throbbed where he’d struck it on the building. He wanted to go after her but if nothing else, she would have gotten away from the soldiers. Wasn’t that worth it?
Pulling his cloak back over his head, Hevith stood for a moment, trying to gather his thoughts. A soldier appeared at the opening to the alley, holding sword in hand as he studied Hevith for a moment.
Hevith swallowed. If the soldier came after him, if somehow he knew what Hevith had done and that he had been responsible for helping the girl, there wasn’t going to be anything he could do. He might try to run, but he doubted he would be able to run that fast.
“Pull down your hood,” the soldier said.
“What?”
The soldier took a step closer to him. “Your hood. Pull it down.”
Hevith tried to take a step back, but he was already up against the building behind him. There wasn’t any place to go other than farther down the street.
He hazarded a glance in that direction, but the street was empty.
Other than him and the soldier.
Trapped.
Holding the sword up, pointing it at him, he sneered at Hevith. “Pull your hood down or I will.”
Hevith tried to take a step back again and stumbled. His legs caught up in each other and he fell back. This time, he didn’t strike his head on the building but he sat there, looking up at the soldier, fear coursing through him.
The soldier took another step toward him. The blade started toward Hevith’s face. He cringed, trying to get away from it, but the man slipped the sword toward him…
And a loud crack rang out.
The soldier fell forward, collapsing in the alley next to him.
“Get up.”
Hevith looked up. Mel leaned on her cane, looking down at the soldier, a deep frown creasing her brow.
A shout from the street caught Hevith’s attention and Mel tapped her cane on the ground again.
“Get up. Now.”
Hevith scrambled to his feet. When he was up, she tapped him on the back of his legs with her cane and he started down the alley, away from the fallen soldier. At the first intersection, they turned away, heading into the crowd.
“You made me get involved. That wasn’t the plan,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” he said, though he didn’t feel it.
Unable to help himself, he looked back. Two more soldiers made their way along the alley, heading toward the street.
He watched for a moment, but then Mel grabbed his wrist, dragging him along the street, and they disappeared into the crowd.
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HEVITH
IT TOOK the better part of the afternoon before they reached Mel’s home again. The old woman took a winding path, sometimes leaning on her cane, sometimes letting it dangle from her wrist, and at other times stuffing it inside the folds of her dress and hiding it altogether. Each time she did, something about her seemed to change.
There were times when she pulled on Hevith and he was forced to bend over, shrinking down so that he couldn’t see over anyone else within the crowd. Which meant that others wouldn’t be able to see him, either. He didn’t say anything and had a sense from Mel that she was irritated with him for what he’d done.
Not that Hevith felt guilty. He’d helped that girl. Without him, she would have remained captured. Freeing her had been the right thing to do—he was certain of it. From the sound of it, there were others. Why hadn’t Mel done anything for them?
By the time they reached her home, they had made their way through most of the city. Hevith was tired, but he didn’t dare complain to Mel about that. He had a sense that she was in no mood for his complaints.
She hadn’t spoken either. They had found no other sign of soldiers, besides spotting them from a distance, but those they saw were mostly on patrol, nothing like what they had seen before.
When they finally reached her home, she paused for a moment, looking along the street, even before entering.
Then she pushed open the door.
Hevith followed.
“What was that about?” she asked, her voice a soft whisper, as soon as the door closed behind him.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“You foolishly brought attention to yourself. Callah didn’t want that attention upon you, or he wouldn’t have brought you to me.”
Hevith headed toward the hearth and stoked the fire. “I couldn’t leave her like that.”
“Do you even know what they were going to do?”
Hevith looked up. “No. It didn’t look like she wanted to be with them, and it definitely didn’t look like her family wanted her to be with them.”
Mel let out a heavy sigh. “Foolish. We’ve worked hard to keep everything hidden from them. The moment they learn there’s an element of resistance within the city, they will begin to take action. We can’t have that action. We can’t have that attention. We need to have them looking for…”
“For what?” Hevith straightened, fixing her with a hard expression. “What were they looking for? Why that girl—and that boy?” Whatever else had happened, Hevith had to hope that both of them had gotten away. The boy because whoever in the house had attacked the soldiers had given him an opportunity to free himself, but the girl had been because of him. How could he feel bad about that?
His parents had intended to stay ahead of the war. Somehow, they believed that traveling north, reaching lands the Hith could not penetrate, they would be able to ignore it, and they would be able to avoid the danger and the consequences.
From what Hevith could tell, there was no way to avoid the war.
Despite everything they had wanted, his people had been drawn into it.
Now they suffered.
More casualties to the war. More violence like they had seen along their journey.
Mel sighed again and took a seat in the chair before the fire that now crackled with heat. The day hadn’t been all that cool, but Hevith still felt a chill, and the warmth coming from it was welcome.
“They blame them for the war.”
“The girl?”
She shook her head. “Not the girl. Her people. Those like her.” Mel looked up, meeting Hevith’s eyes. “Those like me. Jahor.”
There it was again. “And who are you? Why did they call you”—Hevith searched his mind for what they had said, remembering the way Mel had warned him against using that term out in the open—“Movras?”
“It is a term for one like me,” she said softly.
“And what is that?”
“Callah has given me great gifts. Because of that, I am the Movras.”
Hevith watched her and thought of the way the girl’s father had pleaded with Mel. “If you’re the Movras, why weren’t you able to do anything to help?”
“Callah permits only so much. There are limits to the help I can provide.”
“They didn’t see it that way.”
“You have not been in Yarshin long enough to know.”
Hevith got to his feet to stand by the fire. He let the heat wash over him, and he didn’t move. “I might not have been in Yarshin all that long, but I recognized what they were doing. It was the same thing that happened to me.” He frowned, turning away from the fire and back toward Mel. “Are those soldiers the same as the ones who had captured me?” He only knew Matrin, but they had been dressed differently than those soldiers. That didn’t seem likely, but why would the soldiers who had captured him want to come to Yarshin? Better yet, why would they have been allowed into the city? Hevith was certain of what he’d seen, and he knew that they had been allowed entry.
“They are not the same, but they serve the same goals.”
“Which goals are those?”
Mel sat up. “Your family has traveled, so you don’t understand what you are.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“It does. You haven’t had the same experience as those who have lived in one land, who have faced the persecution and blame for the misfortunes of others. You haven’t had to hide among those you have lived with your entire life.”
“There was no reason to hide.”
She cocked her head to the side, studying him. “Why do you think your caravan was targeted?”
“Because it was there.”
She sniffed. “Perhaps, or perhaps it is because your family took in the Jahor. Yours isn’t the only caravan that takes in the Jahor. There have been others. Plenty of others who have traveled like your family, coming in waves to the north, always looking for safety. There is no safety when it comes to the Hith. The war follows.”
Could that be part of the reason his parents had come this way? Maybe they had traveled to Yarshin looking for Mel, though if that were the case, why wouldn’t his father have mentioned that?
Several of the people who’d traveled with them had used that term, Jahor. Many of the soldiers, but even some of the other families.
“I see you recognize the term.”
He nodded. “Some of the people with us were Jahor.”
“Only some?” He nodded. “Hmm. Did they explain the meaning to you?”
He shook his head. “They never did. They were friends. Now they’re lost.”
She smiled, though there was sadness in it. “The Jahor are a people. They have a connection to Callah that makes them—us—dangerous. That is why I suspect your caravan was targeted.”
“It was the Hith.”
“That is what you’ve said, but I wonder if it truly was the Hith or whether you were caught up in the war in a way you had not known before.”
Hevith closed his eyes. “We aren’t a part of the war. We are—were—travelers. Traders. We never harmed anyone.”
“Neither did the people of this city, and yet that has changed little for them. Because of the war, they have needed to hide. Not only from their own people, but from those who have been brought into the city, who bring the outside war within our borders. We have done nothing—nothing—but try to survive.”
“If that’s true, then why didn’t you want me to help her?”
Mel watched him, saying nothing for a long moment. The crackling of the flames in the hearth was the only sound.
A knock on the door startled him and he turned toward it.
Mel tapped her cane on the ground with two quick strikes and hobbled toward the door. It seemed strange that she would pretend to be weakened while in the home, but then when out in the street would move around as if there wasn’t an issue. Why the act for his benefit?
“Movras?” a soft voice whispered on the other side of the door.
Hevith stayed behind Mel, though there wasn’t anything he would be able to do were the soldiers to have come. The tone of the voice made it unlikely it was anyone dangerous. It was too hushed. Scared, almost.
“Were you expecting someone?” he asked.
“Few know how to find me. Not directly.” She tapped her cane a moment, staring at the door with a bright intensity in her gaze, almost as if she were trying to determine who was on the other side.
After a moment, she took a deep breath and pulled open the door. Mel angled the cane across her body like a shield. Hevith smiled at that, doubting that it would make much of a difference were she attacked, but perhaps it was better than remaining unprepared. He’d been on the receiving end of a smack from her cane before.
The girl he’d helped stood on the other side of the door.
“Movras?” she whispered again.
Mel leaned out the door, resting on her cane, looking along the street. “How did you find me?”
“I’m sorry, Movras. I followed you. I know I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t—”
Mel grabbed the girl and pulled her into the cottage before shutting the door behind her.
The girl glanced at Hevith, her eyes narrowing a moment, before turning her attention back to Mel. “You helped me.”
“That wasn’t me.” Mel tapped her cane once, and the sharp crack echoed in the confines of the small cottage. She headed toward the kitchen, leaving the girl and Hevith looking after her.
“You did. You had your Nev’ran help.”
Hevith blinked. What did this person think he was?
Mel grunted, taking a pot from the counter and setting it on the stove and working the coals to get them smoking again. “Not my Nev’ran.”
“Why did you help, then?”
Mel straightened and fixed Hevith with a hard-eyed stare. “You should ask him.”
When the girl turned toward him, there was a question in her eyes. Why did he ever think she reminded him of Eliza? She was similar to him in age, and she had deep blue eyes that penetrated him. He didn’t want to look away, as if she compelled him to meet her gaze.
“Why did you help me?”
Hevith cleared his throat before answering. “I know what it’s like to be captured. I didn’t think you deserved that.”
“Thank you.”
“Mel—the Movras—would have helped.”
Hevith wasn’t entirely sure that was true. It might be that she would have helped in her own way, but he had a sense that Mel hid from whatever was happening in the city. What if she wouldn’t have done anything to help this girl?
That didn’t change what he knew had been necessary. The girl had needed him to do what he had, and he didn’t regret it.
“The Movras would not have helped,” Mel said. “We have enough attention on us as it is. Now there will be more. Callah knows there is precious little we can do to protect those who need it the way it is.” She regarded Hevith a moment before turning her attention back to whatever she was working on, taking a spoonful of a powder from a jar and stirring it into the pot. The steam coming from it changed, turning from a faint gray haze to something a bit deeper, almost blue with a note of purple to it.
“Why not?” Hevith asked. He still hadn’t gotten a clear answer from her, and it was something he thought he needed to better understand. Why wouldn’t she help those who needed it if she was their leader, of a sorts?
“You don’t know what it’s been like in the city.”
“I know what I experienced just coming here.”
“You experienced barely more than a slice of what others have known. You suffered, but you haven’t suffered the way our people have suffered.”
Hevith had to wonder how bad things had been in Yarshin for her to think that. Considering what he’d gone through, he couldn’t help but understand suffering.
“What would have happened to you?” he asked the girl.
“We don’t know. When they take our people, we disappear. None are seen again.”
Hevith took a deep breath. That would have been her fate, and Mel wasn’t planning on doing anything for her? It was horrible.
“Why did you come here?” Mel asked.
“I was warned I couldn’t return to my home. They know about me now, so they would come for me.”
“And now they will know about me.” Mel stirred the liquid and the steam rising off it thickened even more, taking on a deeper hue, one that was almost black. She leaned in, sniffing at it, before closing her eyes. “Dangerous,” she whispered.
“What is?” Hevith asked.
“What Callah asks of me.”
She pulled a cup from one of the nearby cupboards and poured the steaming liquid into the cup. Mel leaned over the cup a moment, breathing in the strange steam before tipping it to her lips and taking a long sip.
Her eyes fluttered closed and her body stiffened for a moment.
Then she fell.
Hevith hurried to her, lifting her from the floor and debating where to carry her. He had never been back to her room. In the time he’d been staying with Mel, he had used the main part of the cottage and the small room where he’d awoken, but nothing more than that. Never back to her room. It was a place where he hadn’t dared go; it seemed a violation of sorts.
Mel remained stiff.
He wasn’t going to be able to hold her for long, and it didn’t seem as if she were going to come around quickly. Whatever she’d drank and whatever it had done to her was beyond him.
The chairs wouldn’t work. Stiff as she was, she wouldn’t fit. He didn’t feel comfortable leaving her on the floor.
That meant he would have to bring her back to her room.
The girl followed him, carrying the cane.
Hevith paused at the doorway. The room was dark, as it often was. The air held a strange odor and he held his breath, trying to ignore it. A long, narrow bed occupied one wall, and he carried her over to it before setting her down.
She hadn’t moved. As far as he could tell, it didn’t even seem as if she had taken a breath. There was no sign of anything other than the stiffness within her.
What if whatever she’d drank had killed her?
He didn’t want to think like that, but this was a person who believed her god had something in mind for her, and he wouldn’t doubt she would do whatever it was that she thought her god wanted from her—even if that meant dying.
When he reached the door, he looked into the room.
There was a soft sound, that of her breathing, and he relaxed. Whatever had happened, it hadn’t been fatal.
When he stepped back into the main part of the cottage, the girl was there, watching him.
“What happened to her?” she asked.
“You saw what I saw.”
“Did you poison her?”
“What? Why would you suggest that?”
“You are the Nev’ran, aren’t you?”
“I’m not sure what that is.”
“The Nev’ran serves the Movras, training to lead.”
Hevith flicked his gaze toward Mel. “I’m not training to lead, at least not to lead the people that Mel leads.”
“Then who are you learning to lead?”
“My family. The wagons with our caravan.”
She frowned at him. “Wagons? I didn’t see any wagons outside.”
“They were lost. Attacked along the road.”
And he had failed them. He might have wanted to do something to help his people, to protect them, but he had failed and now the caravan was lost.
Hevith wasn’t the leader his father had wanted him to be. He pushed those thoughts aside, studying the girl.
“I’m Hevith.” He stuck his hand out, waiting for her to take it.
She eyed him strangely for a moment before taking his offered hand and shaking it. “I’m Alicia Forth. Thank you for helping me.”
Hevith held on to her hand a moment longer than he thought he should before releasing it. Her palm was soft and smooth and warm and…
He turned away, flushing.
“Why can’t you return to your home?”
“They learned about me. They will return, looking for me. It’s not safe for me or my family.”
“Why do they place that mark on the door?”
“It’s a sign of the condemned. A warning to others.”
Hevith shivered. “What will happen to your family?”
“They will try to find another place. It gets harder each time.”
“Each time what?”
“Each time they come to the door and condemn a place. My people can’t keep homes, not anymore, so we rely upon the kindness of others. We’ve been able to get by for a while, but lately it’s gotten harder. I don’t know how many more times we’ll be able to find someone willing to shelter us.”
“Why not leave?”
“Where would we go? How would we go?”
The idea of her people being trapped seemed impossible to believe, and yet that was what she had to deal with. “My people traveled in wagons, going from city to city.”
There was freedom in that, at least. There was difficulty, too. Not knowing one place for too long. Never being able to make friends outside of the caravan. Needing to rely upon the goodness of others more often than he would prefer. Most of the time, that hadn’t been an issue, but lately it had become increasingly difficult even for his people.
“We don’t have wagons. We only have people willing to let us stay with them, to hide us from the Nakum.” When Hevith raised his eyebrows in question, she went on. “The soldiers you saved me from. Their job is to find others like me.”
He shivered. After what he’d experienced coming into the city, he understood having to deal with something like that and the toll it would take.
“The Movras has done what she can to keep our people together, but it has become more difficult for her. None of us can travel openly, not without risking drawing the Nakum’s attention. And we’re scattered throughout the city.”
“You could leave.”
“This is our home,” she said softly. Alicia turned to the fire, starting toward it and standing in front of it with her eyes closed. “Would you leave your home?”
“I don’t have one.”
She looked up at him, tears dampening her eyes. “None?”
“I told you that my people travel in wagons.”
“Then the wagons are your home.” She paused, turning toward the door. “Are your people here?”
It was Hevith’s turn to tear up, if only slightly. He had tried to move past what had happened to his people, and the loss of everything and everyone he had ever cared about, but there were still times when it was difficult. As much as he tried to ignore it, he struggled.
“My people were attacked. Most were lost. I’m… I’m the only one who made it.” He and Vard, but there had been no sign of Vard. As far as he knew, there had been no sign of the wagons that had brought him to the city, either. They had disappeared, as if they had never been here.
“The Movras saved you?”
“I guess so.”
“You don’t know?”
Hevith took a deep breath. He wasn’t sure what he knew, not anymore. Only that he was here, stuck with Mel. This wasn’t living. Staying hidden, trapped like this, not being able to move about—travel—wasn’t any sort of life he wanted to be a part of.
“I’ve been here ever since she healed me. We haven’t traveled outside of her home that much. Only today, really. She’s allowed me out on the street in front of her home, but not farther than that.”
“Why hasn’t she allowed you anywhere else?” Alicia asked.
Hevith looked around the room. There was a long length of wood leaning up against the wall, a walking staff that he had seen Mel carrying from time to time. It was well carved and the wood seemed to glow with a soft light.
“I think she’s concerned about me. Given what I experienced…” He closed his eyes, trying to push back the memories of what he had encountered. He didn’t necessarily want to relive it, and when he opened his eyes, he saw Alicia watching him. “You don’t need me to talk about it.”
“My people have struggled, too. It’s hard in Yarshin. So much of what we’ve gone through has been difficult, especially lately.”
“Why lately?”
“The war has changed. We’ve always been outside of the border of the war, but it keeps pushing north.”
“I’ve seen that,” he said softly.
Alicia watched him. She looked as if she wanted to say something but Mel took a deep breath from the other room. He hurried over to her and helped as she sat up.
“What happened?” Hevith asked.
“I wanted to see if I could visit with Callah.”
Alicia watched her. “You can speak with Callah?”
“I am the Movras.”
Alicia took a deep breath. “What did you see?”
Mel swiveled, looking over at Hevith. “Only more questions,” she said softly.
She leaned back, resting her head. She looked at Hevith again, and it seemed as if she wanted to say something more, only she did not. Instead, her eyes closed and her breathing started to slow. Eventually, she drifted off into sleep.
Alicia glanced back toward Mel. “She’s asleep now. We could go.”
“Go where?”
“Out into the city.”
Hevith worried about upsetting Mel. She had saved him, and he felt that he owed her because of that, but at the same time, he didn’t care to stay trapped here. With Alicia’s help, he might be able to see if there was any sign of Vard or the other captives, too.
“I don’t know. She might need us.”
Alicia smiled. “The Movras is strong. Besides, didn’t you say you wanted to get out into the city?”
“I did. I do…”
“Then come with me.” She twisted her hands together. “I’ve been trapped in the cellar for the last few weeks. Today was the first time I’ve been out anywhere in a while. Had I not wanted to find the Movras, I would have spent more time wandering.”
Hevith sighed. He understood her desire to get out and wander a little. How could he not? Glancing back toward the room where Mel rested, he debated what to do. He could hear her breathing, so he knew she still rested. It might be a while, though he had no idea what had happened to her. Whatever she’d mixed into her drink had incapacitated her, though she must have expected it. Were that the case, then he had to believe she would be fine.
“I’ll go, but only for a little while. I don’t want her to come around and think we abandoned her. We should leave a note.” From what she’d shared with him, he thought Mel of all people would be able to help him find out what happened to his family and the caravan.
After making a quick note about where they’d gone, noticing Alicia watching him strangely, Hevith grabbed his cloak, remembering the way Mel had wanted him to have the hood up when they had encountered soldiers. One of the Nakum had asked him to pull his hood down, so it might not be completely effective, but hopefully enough that he could wander without drawing the wrong sort of attention in the city.
Much like Mel had, Alicia wrapped a scarf around her head, concealing her dark hair and masking her pale complexion. She took his hand and they headed out into the street.
There was a quiet to the street. No one was out, which wasn’t altogether surprising, as it had gotten later in the day. He paused to try to orient himself, to figure out where he was in the city and where to find Mel’s home were he to need to return to it on his own.
Alicia pulled him forward and he didn’t object. Despite her captivity, there was something carefree about her.
Hevith let her guide him and they wandered through the city. As they walked, he didn’t see any further sign of soldiers. That was lucky, as when he’d traveled with Mel, there had been soldiers everywhere. He had gotten used to staying out of the way, off to the side, so that they didn’t draw their attention.
“Where do you want to go?” he asked.
“It doesn’t matter. I just want to wander.”
“If you see any wagons, let me know.”
“Your people?”
“Not my people. Well, one of my people. A friend who tried to protect me, and now I think I need to protect him. He was taken, but he wasn’t able to get away.”
“But you did.”
Hevith nodded. “He told me to run, so I did, but I still think I need to see if there’s anything I can do to help him. He’s out there, somewhere.” That was if he wasn’t already dead. The way they had been working Vard, they might well have pushed him hard enough to kill him.
He couldn’t think like that. He would find Vard, and he would be able to get him to safety. Then his family. Somehow.
They turned a corner, and when they did, the sound of a commotion came to his ears. There had been a somber air to the city for the most part, with no sounds of chaos until now.
Hevith tensed but Alicia held on to his hand, squeezing reassuringly. Maybe she knew where they were and what was going on, but he couldn’t help but feel as if whatever was taking place was dangerous—like what he’d seen earlier was dangerous.
“Alicia?” he whispered.
“I just want to see what’s up here. We shouldn’t have to go much farther.”
“Much farther for what?”
She smiled at him, pulling him along.
When a pair of soldiers appeared in the distance, Hevith froze.
Alicia still pulled on his hand.
She was strong, and when he tried to pry himself free, he wasn’t able to. She looked at him, a tight smile on her face.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m sorry, Hevith. It was the only way.”
“The only way for what?”
“To save my family.”
Another pair of soldiers appeared on either side of him, and he was too surprised to do anything, too startled to fight.
There wouldn’t have been anything he could have done anyway. There were too many of them.
Alicia finally released his hand.
Then the soldiers grabbed her. She cried out, her eyes going wide, and she struggled more than he did until one of the soldiers struck her on the side of the head and she fell limp.
As Hevith was dragged away, he looked for some way to run, to get free, but there wasn’t any place that he could go.
He was captured again.
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VOLATAR
THE CRIES of the dying filled my ears. It was a sound I was all too familiar with.
They rang out throughout the courtyard, echoing over each other, each voice calling for relief that was not to come. An occasional crow cawed nearby, the sound mixing with that of the dying, their beaks stained with blood. Only the sound of soldiers’ boots marching along the cobbles distracted, the first sign of actual soldiers we’d come across.
“Are we going to do something?” Shae asked.
“There’s nothing for us to do but keep moving,” I said.
“I thought we’d moved past the fighting,” Coldan said, his gaze sweeping around us. He kept his back bent, trying to hide his size, though I doubted it mattered here. There wouldn’t be many who recognized us.
“So did I, but the Trilan will do anything to purge us.”
Another squad of soldiers marched toward us and I ducked back against the wall to watch. Dark metal gleamed despite the overcast sky. All kept their gazes locked straight ahead of them, ignoring both the living and the dying. They were soldiers, not healers, and there would be nothing they could do anyway.
When they had moved past, I stepped forward and stared after them. They headed north. Always north.
“You see where they’re going,” Coldan whispered. He kept one hand on his sword, the posture dangerous. The idea that he might move and risk exposing us even more so.
“I see it. We still have to get around them.”
“How are we going to get past them?” Shae asked.
“Carefully.”
Clutching my cloak as I stepped out onto the street, I looked around to ensure there wasn’t anything more coming. Encountering the Theren soldiers, allies of the Hith, was bad enough. They were brutal, but they ignored civilians for the most part. What I feared was the possibility that they weren’t the only ones who would attack. With as many soldiers as were here, I wouldn’t be shocked to find just as many Hith.
Dar was supposed to be different. At a crossroads and fed by the massive river Plarin, the trading city had avoided the worst of the war for so long before getting dragged in. I would have expected the people wouldn’t want to return to the fighting so soon.
Now wooden buildings burned. Massive timbers within some of the shops lining the street still smoldered, the ash drifting into the sky, the stench of smoke trailing along the warm breeze. A few buildings of stone remained standing, but cracks had formed along the foundation, likely from the Hith. The Theren might be powerful soldiers, but they didn’t possess the might of the Hith.
We’d seen the same in so many other places we’d gone through. In all of them, there had been the same level of destruction. Dar was little different.
We headed north along the street, careful to give the soldiers distance, Shae and Coldan close enough that I could smell the days’ worth of grime on them. We needed to bathe and had thought we might find quiet and solace in Dar. There had been no rumors of the war reaching the city before we had arrived, but then the war came quickly and news didn’t spread nearly as fast.
Three bodies lay near the road where we passed. Blood stained the cobbles around them, still wet and pooling. One of the fallen men coughed, and I turned away from the burble of red from his lips. There was little to be done for any of them.
“You could try to—” Coldan started.
I glared at him. It figured he would try to bring me back this way. He might have planned some of this. “I could do nothing other than attract attention.”
Forcing my gaze on the road, I attempted to look anywhere but down at the fallen. It was callous, but I had long ago moved beyond anything more.
Another patrol of soldiers thundered toward us. Grabbing Shae, Coldan hurried to the side of the road, away from them, and I followed. A dozen men mounted on sleek black war horses galloped toward us. They paid little mind to the fallen.
Shae suddenly darted away, hurrying across the street without saying a word.
At first I had no idea what she was doing, but then I saw the movement. Between the bodies we’d neared was a child. He sat there, looking at the others, eyes haunted as he clutched the bloody jacket of one of the men. Tears streamed down his cheeks.
The soldiers headed straight toward them.
“Shae!” Coldan hissed.
She shot him a look of annoyance and turned her attention to the boy. As she tried to lift him, he resisted, holding tightly to the fallen man next to him.
I had long ago learned that when coming through places touched by war, the rules were simple. Stay hidden. Keep your head low. Don’t attract attention.
As Volatar, I hadn’t followed those rules.
Now that I was something else, I needed to be careful we didn’t draw notice. Certainly not from Theren soldiers, but definitely not from the Hith. These might only be Theren, but their horses would still crush her as they passed.
“Get moving.” I hissed the words, though she probably couldn’t hear them anyway.
The boy clung to the fallen man, still gripping the cloak. The man had a hint of a beard, but the injuries to his face made it otherwise impossible to gauge how old he was. A brother, or possibly even the boy’s father. Either way, he wasn’t leaving without him.
Which meant Shae wasn’t going anywhere.
“Go help her,” I snapped at Coldan.
He scurried across the street, grabbed for the fallen man, and scooped him off the cobbles. He coughed. Spittle and blood sprayed Coldan’s face.
I followed Coldan, looking at Shae. “Grab him and let’s go.”
The boy screamed out, suggesting to me that Shae had lifted him. If nothing else, we would get to the other side of the street. Away from the Theren soldiers and out of danger.
As we reached the edge of the street, the horses thundered past.
Setting the man down, Coldan wiped his hands on his jacket. They were stained with blood. The injuries the man had sustained would be too much to survive.
“What was that about?” I demanded, turning to Shae.
She watched the little boy as he crouched down alongside the injured man, grabbing at his shoulders and resting his head on his chest. Dark hair hung in front of the boy’s face and sobbing made his body convulse. He couldn’t be much older than ten, not that much younger than I had been when war had forced my family away.
“That was about saving him,” she said.
“You can’t get trampled. Keep from drawing notice. Stay alive.”
She looked up at me, irritation flashing in her eyes. “You won’t do anything for them? What about what these people need?”
From where we stood, I couldn’t see nearly as many of the injured, though I could still hear them. Now that the horses had moved through, there were the occasional cries of pain, the moaning of those suffering, and the silence in between. That silence was the hardest. Dar should be a busy city, bustling with energy and vibrancy and trade. Now there was death and destruction. War.
“We don’t have anything these people need.” I glanced over at the boy. He wasn’t going anywhere, but that didn’t mean we had to stay here. The longer we lingered, the more likely it was there would be more Theren.
Starting back out into the street, she followed me. “You’re just choosing to do nothing.”
I looked back. Coldan was at her side, concern etched in his eyes.
“The destination is what matters. That’s the only way we’re going to get the help we need.” That I needed, I didn’t add. “Until I can do more, I’m letting you travel with us. I’ve been working with you. That’s something.”
I turned away before knowing whether they stayed with me. Coldan would. I suspected Shae would as well.
Following the road, we passed a few other injured, but none quite like there were in the center of the city. At least the moaning and the crying had eased. Now there was nothing but the silence. In some ways, that was worse than the sounds of the dying. It meant they had already passed on.
It wasn’t until we had left the city and Coldan looked back that he spoke again. “The war should have stayed south of here. We’d moved past it.”
“The war should have done many things by now. We can’t control what happens. I’ve tried. Failed.”
That was hardest. I’d been dealing with this sort of bloodshed for long enough that I had become desensitized to it. Not completely numb, not yet, but I no longer ached the way I once had when seeing the effects of the fighting.
“When the war came to my home, we thought that we would be able to outrun it,” Shae said. She looked over at Coldan, and there was something in her eyes that seemed pained. Despite that, I noticed an intensity there, a strength, and I couldn’t help but recognize that she might be stronger than I was giving her credit for. Perhaps Coldan was right about her. She certainly seemed to be taking after him. “We ran, my parents trying to keep me safe.”
“Did they know?” Coldan asked.
“Did they know what?”
“What you could be?”
Shae shook her head. “I don’t think they understood. I don’t even understand. I have this… Whatever this is.”
Coldan looked over at me and I started to shake my head slightly, but there was something in his eyes that hardened.
Taking a deep breath, I sighed, letting it out. “It’s called elaron. It’s the power of life. It’s a power that lives within all of us, though it is stronger in some.”
“All of us?”
“There was a time when I thought it was only in the Jahor, but I no longer know if that’s the case. It might only be that the Jahor are able to access it.” I focused on that power within me. I could no longer reach it the way I once could, but that didn’t mean that it didn’t still live within me. It was only some part of me that had changed. “Some people are better able to access it. Some people are able to reach for that power more easily, embracing it. People like yourself.”
“And you,” Coldan said.
I smiled at him sadly. “There are others, people like Coldan, who can reach for the elaron in a different way. They can use it, and they have.”
Shae turned and looked over at Coldan. “You can do the same things as the Volatar?”
“Not the same. He helped me. Changed me. My role serving the elaron is different.”
He didn’t say it, but there were times when I wondered whether Coldan regretted the change. How could he not, when so much had been altered for him?
Shae glanced over at me but said nothing more.
We followed the road. It led along the river, though not directly beside it. The last time I’d been to Dar a decade ago, it had been a bustling city, with ships moving along the Plarin River from some of the great cities farther to the north. In another time, I would have probably preferred to travel by ship, but that was no longer safe. Nothing was.
We needed horses, but with the fighting we’d seen, the only people we could take horses from would be soldiers. Though we’d travel more slowly this way, there was safety in being able to hide when riders came. It gave us a sense of anonymity, but it had also allowed the fighting to catch up to us.
As the day progressed, the sky didn’t clear. We’d been under a cloudy sky for the last week, always with the threat of rain that never arrived, mixed with an occasional rumble of thunder that made it difficult to know if horses pursued us. Staying on the road provided the benefit of ease of movement, but also made it more likely we would be set upon by soldiers.
When darkness began to fall, I detected a hint of energy.
Raising my hand, I motioned for Shae and Coldan to head toward the trees. It might be nothing, but I hadn’t lived this long to ignore my intuition.
Once we reached the edge of the trees lining the road, Shae leaned over to me, whispering directly into my ear. “What did you see?”
“I didn’t see anything. I felt it.”
Her lips pressed into a frown and she pushed her dark hair back under her cloak while leaning toward the road. Her brow wrinkled as it did when she concentrated. Were the situation different, I would have laughed, but the danger of the Hith was too high.
“I don’t detect anything.”
“Trust him. It’s there.” Coldan sat stiffly, looking around.
There was the faint sense of the elaron coursing through him. I didn’t detect it quite like I once had, but this close, I could feel it.
A power beyond us continued to build.
It was an energy along my skin. Having learned to search for that energy long ago, I recognized it instantly. There was something in the way it left my skin tight, as if recovering from a burn. There was the slight increase in my heart rate, some deep part of my being aware of that power, even if my consciousness might not be. And it was the soft shimmering in the air.
That was the hardest to learn to detect.
Now that I suspected the Hith had arrived, I studied the road. For now, no shimmering was visible, which meant the Hith were far enough away that they weren’t any threat. That didn’t mean it would remain that way.
“Why would they have come here?” Coldan whispered.
“The Theren,” I said. “They’ve decided to side with the Hith.”
“They sided with us before.”
“We don’t have the numbers. They want to live.”
“You think the Hith will let them live?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t know. Either way, they were moving quickly.”
“So can the Hith.”
The air started to shimmer.
It was subtle at first, but I knew it would increase and eventually they would appear before us. We had only a short while from when the slight haze in the air became visible to when the Hith appeared.
Grabbing Shae’s arm, I backed us into the forest. That would shield us a little and would buy Coldan and me time to try a few other things that might distract the Hith from finding us. Without knowing how many there were, we had to be careful.
Shae watched me. Her gaze was heavy as it lingered upon me. Trying to ignore it, I focused instead on the sense of the Hith. She wouldn’t be able to see them the way I could, so she wouldn’t have any reason to focus on the distance. She couldn’t know the power I called on wasn’t that of the elaron. The ne’rash came easier these days. Against the Hith, easy would have to do.
Within the trees, there was no further movement. A stillness had settled around the forest the way it often did when the Hith were present. It was often that way when significant power appeared.
While stepping back, I slipped.
I immediately tried to catch myself and stopped the fall, but wasn’t able to contain the noise. It thundered in the quiet forest.
Coldan grabbed my hand, trying to lift me to my feet. Even with his strength enhanced by the elaron, he wasn’t able to guide me very far or fast.
Not faster than the Hith.
The shimmering haze swirled between the trees, this time coming toward me.
“Run,” I whispered, separating myself from him.
He grabbed for my arm but I shook him off.
“You can’t stay here. You haven’t used—” Turning to him, I gave a gentle push that sent him deeper into the forest. “Get her away.”
Coldan staggered back, stumbling between the trees, staring at me with an irritated expression before racing to Shae. Her skin started to take on a faint glow.
I shook my head. “Don’t reveal yourself. We can’t have traveled this far for you to do so now.”
“What about you? You don’t want me to reveal myself, but you’re willing to put yourself against them?”
“If all goes well, I won’t have to,” I said again.
“When does it ever go right with the Hith?”
Ignoring her, I focused on the power in front of me, trying to ignore the power behind me. There was a sense of it rising to a powerful intensity before fading. Thankfully, Shae had some sense—or Coldan gave her no choice—and refrained, disappearing into the trees.
It left me alone to focus on the Hith.
The trail I’d formed left a connection toward the Hith.
It was intentional. Having that connection would allow me to trace along it. With a push, I could surge from the connected power of the ne’rash in order to deflect the Hith.
If it worked.
The Hith had chased Theren. Not one of the Jahor. They wouldn’t have expected me. The gods knew I wouldn’t have expected me.
The haze slithered toward me. It wouldn’t be long now.
Another twist. The movement helped to center me.
Power exploded not far from me.
The source of the power was clear as a bell ringing in my mind.
Shae had power, but she was raw. It was the reason the Hith would value her. The reason they had tried to get to her already. Coldan and I had kept her safe. I’d done what I could to train her, but there were limits.
Damn you.
She shouldn’t have revealed herself like that. Coldan knew better than to let her.
I ran toward the sense of power, I suspected I would be too late. Already the haze coming off the Hith had shifted. Now it drifted away from me.
Though not entirely.
A bit of haze remained in front of me.
Anger filled me. I knew better than to let the rage consume me, but worry for Shae and Coldan forced away better reason. Dragging the power from deep within me, I embraced the ne’rash.
Where the elaron allowed for light and healing and energy, the ne’rash served as much the opposite. Darkness. Destruction. Death.
It came to me with a striking familiarity.
That swirled through me and I unleashed it, letting it strike the Hith in front of me. Connected as I was to the ne’rash, I could almost see them. They were large silhouettes against the night. They were even better connected to that power than I.
And they would not have expected me to reach it.
Running through the fallen Hith with my sword, I took brief note of the withered form lying on the ground, the body already decaying under the power I’d unleashed. Anger made me strong and forced me to dip into dark arts I would much rather avoid, but there were times when I couldn’t help but feel as if that power had a purpose.
In the distance, I could feel the power Shae built. That energy surged near me, though it still seemed so far away. Fear for her exploded within me, and I wanted nothing more than to get to her before the Hith grabbed her.
The anger within me continued to grow.
Racing ahead, I tried to ignore the energy building around me. Connected as I was to the ne’rash, I could sense a considerable amount of power rising where I suspected Shae to be. I would have to get there before she revealed herself to them—if it wasn’t already too late.
Another burst of power surged in the distance.
I staggered to a stop.
A pale light glowed, filling the forest with its light.
The light continued to intensify.
There was only one thing that would cause that sort of buildup. Though I wasn’t able to detect her use of power, there was little doubt in my mind that it came from Shae.
It would act as a focus, drawing the Hith toward her.
The shimmering haze swirled everywhere.
And then power exploded.
Holding on to the connection to the ne’rash, I raced toward the power building from Shae, ignoring everything else coming at me. Darkness fed off my anger, threatening to consume me, but I had enough experience with that darkness to know I could control it for a little while.
The duration was going to be the challenge.
When I surged forward, I ignored everything other than the sense of the ne’rash, letting that flow from me.
There was one of the Hith nearby. Shae had distracted him, and I turned the ne’rash upon him, letting that power slip out from me and slam into him. Within an instant, he withered and began to twist into nothing other than leathery skin and bones.
The next Hith remained close enough that I could see him. Unleashing the power within me, I let it pour out, flowing toward the Hith.
This time, he had prepared for me.
The first two attacks had the advantage of surprise. This time, there was none.
When it came to the ne’rash, I had power, but I didn’t have the same darkness as the Hith. The way they accessed their power was tied to decades of training and conditioning. Mine tapped into something less.
It was all I could do to turn away.
Power built from the Hith and struck somewhere near me. Had I access to the elaron, I wouldn’t have quite as difficult a time with the Hith. They would still be more than I would be able to withstand, but I should be able to resist.
Without it, I was weakened. Dependent upon the ne’rash. Forced to feed the anger that threatened to consume me.
What choice did I have but to embrace it?
Coldan cried out something near me, but I could only focus on the Hith, not on them.
In order to offer them the help they needed, I had to draw upon the darkness within me. It was something I had trained for so long to try and force out of myself, to hide from, and now I would need to call to it and let that sense fill me.
For them, I would. For Coldan, I would.
The power flooded into me. The Hith near me reacted, and I tried to push with as much power as I could.
Weakness overcame me.
As it did, there came another burst of pale light from all around. It filled the space between the trees. The energy of it built and built. Power Shae should not be using exploded all around.
Then it began to fade.
The Hith would overpower her.
No.
That helplessness surged into me, and I used it.
Once again, power filled me. When I released it, I did so with all the darkness I could summon, all the energy I could find, and let it radiate around me.
And then there was stillness.
It took a moment for that to clear.
“What did you do?” Coldan whispered.
Shae watched us, saying nothing.
“What I had to.”
“You didn’t. I would have been fine.”
My eyesight started to clear, though it did so slowly. As it cleared, I could make out the forest again, and the fallen forms of the Hith. Three of them lay withering on the ground, their bodies rapidly disintegrating as the power of the spell washed over them, turning them to dust.
“You wouldn’t have been fine. There were too many of them.”
“I didn’t need for you to do this,” he whispered. “We left so you wouldn’t have to do this anymore.”
There were many reasons we’d left, and this was but one of them. “We should keep moving. I don’t know how long we have before more of them appear.”
Coldan stared at the fallen forms, saying nothing, before trailing after us.
As I led, I tried to push back the darkness, releasing the anger it brought to me, but letting in the ne’rash made that difficult. Once the darkness took hold, it required diligence to root it out. Where we were going, I didn’t know if I would have the luxury of such diligence.
“What were you doing?” I snapped, turning to Shae.
She looked over at Coldan before turning back to me. “I wasn’t doing anything else?”
Coldan reached out to me, raising a hand to stop me, but she needed to understand. If she was going to remain with us, she would have to understand. “The elaron is special. Not to be used the way that you were going to use it.”
“How was I going to use it?”
I sighed. “Like a weapon. That will only weaken your connection to it. Is that what you want?”
“I don’t know what I want.”
Staring at her, I nodded. “I understand, but don’t let the Hith tempt you to use your power like that. You can use it more subtly, or you’ll find you can’t use it at all.”
As I started away, Coldan grabbed my arm, pulling me around to face him. “She needs to learn. The Volatar needs to teach.”
Looking at Shae, I knew he was right. Where we traveled, she would need all the strength she could draw in order to survive.
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HEVITH
HEVITH LEANED along the long stone wall, his head bent forward, resting on his knees. Hair hung limply in front of his face, and he did nothing to move it out of his eyes. There was no point in it.
His stomach rumbled. It was a far too familiar sense, at least ever since losing his family. Prior to that, he had not known hunger—real hunger. There had been days where the food had been limited, but nothing like what he experienced now. Had he remained with Mel, he wouldn’t have suffered nearly as much. The knowledge that he’d made a mistake trusting Alicia haunted him.
How long had he been here?
It seemed as if it had been weeks, but he thought it was no more than a few days. They blended together. There were others here—countless others. All were those the Nakum had captured, all presumably Jahor, but that didn’t explain why he had been brought here. He might share some features with the Jahor, but he wasn’t one of them. He had his mother’s darker complexion.
There was no sign of Alicia. She had been captured the same as him, though he suspected she would be spared—along with her family. Hevith doubted there would be any way to protect anyone’s family here.
How was he going to escape?
That had been his thought ever since getting here. Find a way out. Head north the way that his father had indicated. Get to his family.
There didn’t seem to be any way to do that.
He’d been mapping where he was, trying to mentally place everything around him into a mental image he could use. That was how he would escape.
It was a walled-off empty space, open to the elements, with guards stationed along the walls. A prison. Hevith had no idea how far outside of Yarshin he’d been brought, only that it had been quite a ways from the city. That was another thing he’d lost track of, though partly that was the fatigue and fear and emptiness he had felt at being captured again.
Any hope of finding Vard and helping rescue the other man had faded at his recapture.
In the time that he’d been here, he remained isolated. No one else really seemed as if they wanted to talk. There didn’t seem to be the same limitation to speaking to others that he’d known when traveling with the soldiers, but he didn’t know anyone here, and they hadn’t been welcoming. An occasional scuffle was dealt with swiftly. The guards fired their crossbows out into the prison, indiscriminately hitting anyone, until the disagreement ended. It was brutal, but effective.
Commotion near him caught his attention and Hevith looked up.
There had been a skirmish near him the first day of his capture, and that was when he had learned to stay away from the fighting. Most of the time, the guards fired at those who were fighting. Most of the time. There were times when they targeted other places and hit people who had nothing to do with the violence. When he had noticed the first man fall, Hevith had tried to hide, but there wasn’t anywhere to go. They were exposed and at the mercy of their guards.
There wasn’t any fighting this time.
Wait. Try to understand why he’d been taken. Figure out a way to get free.
The times he’d looked around the prison yard, he’d gotten a sense that many of them had been captives for a long time. That fit with what Mel had shared with him. They hadn’t known where the Nakum brought the Jahor, and though they had been searching, they hadn’t discovered it.
How long must they have been searching? How long had the Nakum been abducting people from the city, carrying them away, forcing them into the prison?
Mel probably knew the answers to those questions, but they were ones he hadn’t asked. There had been no reason to ask.
Movement near him again made him look up.
A man took a seat near him.
Hevith tensed, waiting for what the man might want. He didn’t have anything others would want from him. Not anymore. When he’d first come here, someone had claimed his boots. Then his cloak. Hevith had fought but had been outnumbered and not willing to risk injury for clothing. At the time, he’d foolishly thought he could get more. His shirt was stained and foul smelling, and he doubted anyone would want that, but there were some who had nothing, so he worried that someone would come for even that.
“I don’t have anything you want,” he said softly.
The man looked over. His eyes were hollowed and his cheeks were covered in grime. “Are you sure about that?”
Hevith scooted off to the side. “I don’t have anything,” he said again. He tried to say it more forcefully, but he wasn’t sure that he was successful.
He should get up, but he’d been sitting here undisturbed for the last few days—week?—and he didn’t want to lose his spot. It was far enough away from the other groups that he could stay out of trouble. That was what he wanted.
“How long have you been here?” the man asked, keeping his gaze locked in front of him. He picked at the tattered end of his pants, pulling on a thread.
Hevith could have warned him not to do that. The thread was all he had keeping his pants—at least one leg—intact. As he pulled the thread free, the leg began to flop open.
“Well?” the man asked, seemingly unmindful of the fact that he’d pulled his pants apart. They wouldn’t offer much protection now. Then again, they wouldn’t be as appealing to someone who might think to steal them, either. Maybe the man knew something.
“I don’t know. I’ve lost track. A week, maybe.”
The man grunted. “A week. That’s not long. Still have hope of escape, I imagine.”
Hevith did, but he didn’t say so. There was no point in telling this man that he tried to find a weakness in the walls and the guards that would allow him to escape.
“Already lost,” the man said, grunting again. “I suppose you’re young.”
Hevith turned away, ignoring the man as best he could. He didn’t dare ignore him completely. Without knowing what the man might do—or try—he didn’t want to leave him.
“I’ve been captive the better part of the year. I think. It’s hard to keep track.”
Hevith couldn’t help himself and turned back to the man. A year?
He had no idea what they wanted from him or the others, but a year seemed impossibly long.
“You’ve been here that long?”
The man shook his head. “Not here. They have other places. Other things they want from us. Ways for us to serve in the war.” His voice trailed off in the end.
“How have you served?”
The man looked up at him, ceasing picking at a thread on the other leg. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to end up with his pants coming completely apart. “Watching others die,” he said.
The emptiness in his voice made Hevith shiver. “I don’t want to watch others die.”
“No one but the sickest would want to.” He nodded to one of the guards marching along the wall. He was larger than others, with eyes that seemed to catch the light and shade them. He was one of the hardest and nastiest of the soldiers. “Certainly not those they care about. But they don’t care. Not about us, at least. Especially not that one.”
“Who is he?”
The man shrugged. “Don’t know. I call him the captain. He leads. They follow. That’s enough.”
Hevith watched the man patrolling for a while before looking away. “I won’t be here long,” Hevith said.
“Is that right?”
“Because I don’t belong here. I’m not Jahor.”
The man studied him a long moment before shaking his head. “Maybe you’re not. Doesn’t matter. Once here, everyone is the same.” He looked up at the wall again, his gaze lingering on the captain. “Captive.”
He fell silent.
Hevith licked his lips, looking around the inside of the prison. There wasn’t any useful information he could glean here. If they were going to hold him as long as they held this man, would it be here, or would they bring him someplace else, force him to serve?
Looking back down at the ground, he drifted. There was nothing else to do, so often he found himself sleeping, his mind wandering and searching—always searching—for a chance to escape, drifting to nothing but memories of when life had been easier.
Those memories were useless, and he always awoke from the dreams feeling worse. It was almost as if having those dreams gave him a bit of hope, but in a place like this, hope was dangerous.
When he looked at the stone walls surrounding him, the gaunt men and women all around him, there wasn’t any sense of anything other than a desire to escape.
A whistle sounded.
It came once a day, and when it did, Hevith had already been trained to follow it. The whistle meant food, such as it was—which wasn’t much. The great doors leading to the yard would open wide enough for a pair of armed guards to enter, wheeling in the food for the prisoners, before closing again. He tried to glimpse beyond, but more guards stationed just outside made it difficult. That and the guards along the wall all looked as if they waited for a chance to fire their crossbows into the yard.
Getting to his feet, he followed the flow of people toward the food. There was a hierarchy to it, and Hevith had learned where he fit upon that hierarchy. Those who were the strongest and most aggressive were able to take more, what he’d taken to calling the Firsters. They went to the front of the line, often forcing their way in, and would take food from others. Then came those who didn’t necessarily want to fight for their food, but they didn’t wait. They would often push, but never fight. Today Hevith found himself in the group after that, as he often did. There was no pushing, just the mindless shuffling as they waited for their turn. It was safest for now. His wasn’t the last group, though. Behind him came the older captives, some frail and feeble, and after them came the injured, those who were too hurt to try to do anything to force their way to more food.
If he wasn’t careful, some of the men would try to steal his food, which was part of the reason he moved off to the side the moment he had his meager serving. That way he could protect it. There were times when he thought about acting more like the Firsters—at least that way, he’d get more food.
When he reached the front of the line, he took his bowl, the offered stew, and grabbed a cup for water. At least when he’d been captured by the soldiers, they’d been fed twice a day. Once a day made keeping a full stomach difficult. It made keeping hydrated difficult. Likely for a reason. Those who had been here a long time were typically in the group with Hevith. They were thinner, and much of the fight had left them. Was that what would happen to him if he weren’t able to escape?
Hevith couldn’t think like that. He would escape. Then find his family.
Taking his place along the wall, he wanted nothing more than to be left alone, but the man took a seat near him, settling on the ground and looking over at Hevith, watching.
Hevith hurriedly started eating. Not that the food tasted good, but if it was in his stomach, they wouldn’t be able to take it from him.
“You don’t have to worry that I’ll take yours.”
“You won’t take it.”
The man grunted. “You’ll get sick if you eat too fast. That’s what my mother always told me.”
“You’ll get sicker if you don’t eat at all.”
The man looked down at his bowl, grimacing. “It was better outside.”
Hevith looked up from spooning the foul liquid into his mouth. With each bite, he had to force himself to swallow. In the time that he’d been here, none of it had gotten any better. Many of the bites tasted as if he were eating rotten food.
“You haven’t been here that long?”
“Just came in last night.”
There had been a few newcomers the night before, but Hevith had long ago avoided paying any attention to when people came. They rarely left again. Never very many newcomers at a time, at least from what he’d seen in his short time here.
“Where did you come from?”
“I thought you didn’t care.”
“I don’t.”
The man watched him, the darkness around his eyes softening for a moment. “They had me working in the fields around Jol. Hard work. Tilling mostly, sunup until sundown.” He held his hands out and Hevith noticed the blisters on his dirt-stained hands. “I still don’t know why they decided to move me here. I had proven myself.”
“What do you mean?”
The man shrugged. “When you work the fields, you need to prove your worth. I could keep moving all day, taking only the breaks they provided, and never caused any trouble. Didn’t talk. Didn’t fight. Didn’t do anything but work. I thought they’d keep me there.”
Hevith blinked. “You wanted to stay there?”
The man looked down at his bowl, taking a spoonful. “Like I said, it was better than this. At least you get a chance to do something useful. Here…” He swallowed and took another bite, keeping his face neutral.
What the man described sounded awful. That was no way to live. Forced to serve, to work constantly, to do nothing but survive?
Gods, would that be his fate?
“They fed us twice outside. I think they learned it made us more productive. Can’t work so hard when you’re thinking about food and water.” The man tipped the bowl to his lips and drank it.
“Why’d you stay there?”
“Where would I have gone?”
“There wasn’t any way to escape?”
The man set the bowl down on the ground next to him, looking up at Hevith. “Have you ever seen the fields of Jol?”
He shook his head. “I know of Jol, but haven’t seen them.” Jol was quite a ways from Yarshin. Far enough that his family had never visited, mostly because it was far to the south. Hith lands.
“Where did you say you came from?”
“I didn’t say. Yarshin, but that wasn’t my home.”
The man grunted. “Yarshin. That’s got to be… a long way from Jol. And here I thought I’d traveled a ways. Guess the war has a way of doing that.” He lifted his cup and took a long drink of water before setting it down. “Maybe you don’t belong here. Doesn’t mean you won’t stay or that they won’t find a way to get you working. It’s better than sitting.”
“I’m going to run at the first chance I get.” Vard hadn’t been wrong about that. And if it came down to it, he would do what he could in order to try to run to safety. The last time, he’d gotten lucky. He had escaped. There would have to be a way to get to safety again.
“If you get brought out to Jol, you won’t. There’s nothing out there but the mountains. Don’t know anyone who could survive there.”
“Do they bring people other places?”
“They’ve got lots of places they need work.” The man looked around the inside of the prison, his gaze sweeping over the groups of people sitting or standing and eating, before shrugging. “Looks like lots of able bodies here, too. I suspect most won’t be here long before they’re moved.” He glanced at Hevith. “You’re young enough, they’ll probably find a way to get good work out of you. In Jol, there were quite a few your age. Didn’t last long, though.”
“What happened to them?” Hevith didn’t really want to know, but the way he said it and what the man had seen left him feeling as if he needed answers of some kind, even if they were difficult ones.
“I told you I saw people die. The heat and the sun will do that to the strongest. That’s why it’s not always about how strong you work, but how smart.”
The man got to his feet, carrying his bowl and cup back toward the line.
“What’s your name?” Hevith called after him.
The man paused, looking back. “Karn.”
“Just Karn?”
Karn’s face clouded. “Just Karn now.”
He started to turn and Hevith called after him, “My name is—”
“Don’t care.”
He left Hevith sitting alone. He sipped at the water.
Hevith’s gaze swept through the yard. The walls were too tall to climb. The guards overhead had too good a vantage. And Vard wanted him to run.
As Hevith looked around, he tried to think about how.
There wasn’t a way out. Not from what he could tell. That didn’t mean he couldn’t find one. There had to be some way out.
How else would he find his family if he didn’t escape?
Hevith took another sip of his water, looking around. The people here were all trapped and hopeless, but how many were like the man, too? How many of these people would welcome the possibility of working in the hot sun if it meant they were able to escape from the boredom of this prison?
Maybe that was a part of the reason they’d brought them here. Not only to pacify them through their hunger pains and thirst, but to find out who would be strong enough to serve in different places. That had to mean they intended to force them to work the way the man suggested. They would compel them to serve in the fields, or perhaps someplace equally awful. Hevith wouldn’t be a slave for them. He would fight. Run. He would do what Vard suggested.
He would have to find the right time. And he would have to stay strong until then.
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HEVITH
HEVITH PACED along the the wall, studying the inside of the courtyard. There had to be some way to escape.
The earth was hard packed, and most of the people within the courtyard sat along the wall, using it for shade. The slight overhang where the guards patrolled along the top gave them a bit more shade. No breeze fluttered through the courtyard, and when the sun was up, it shone down brightly, radiating heat. It did nothing to help the stagnant stench.
He didn’t see any obvious way to escape, but there would have to be something. He thought of scaling the walls, though they were too high. Digging under the wall wasn’t going to be possible, either. Not only would the guards notice what he attempted, but he had a feeling the earth was too hard packed to be disrupted easily.
That left the gate.
With only the gate to go through, Hevith would have to wait for it to open, and then he would have to hope he was strong enough to run. After what had happened during his attempts to run during his previous captivity, he doubted he would be able to escape easily.
It meant he would need others.
Hevith doubted there would be any others who would be able to help.
When fighting broke out, Hevith moved off to the side of the courtyard, staying out of the way. There had been several days without anyone arguing, but tensions had been rising. He could feel it from the way the number of men fighting for their place in line began to increase.
“Give it to me,” one man shouted.
He was large. Strong. A Firster from the way he sounded, not just how he looked, as if he were accustomed to commanding. His build reminded Hevith of his father, though his father had always dressed far nicer than what he saw from this man. His clothing was tattered, but at least he still had a jacket and pants. Along with shoes. That he had shoes told Hevith everything he needed to know.
“Please. I need it. It’s the only thing I have left,” the person said with a meek tone.
There was a soft thud, and someone moaned.
“Better watch out,” Karn muttered.
Hevith glanced over at the man. In the time since he’d first appeared, Karn had taken to staying near Hevith and eating alongside him. There had been nothing from Karn that suggested he would try anything, and other than passing the time with conversation, Hevith didn’t have a sense that Karn posed any real threat. He hadn’t learned much more about him other than his name, but that had been enough.
“That’s why I’m staying over here.”
“Not you. Him.” Karn nodded in the direction of the large man now making his way through the center of the yard.
What was he carrying? Whatever he held on to was bunched beneath his arm, pinned down, and he stormed away, heading toward a small grouping on the far side of the yard.
“It’s over. They don’t do anything when it ends that quickly.”
“You sure it’s over?” Karn grunted, motioning toward a figure behind the man.
The one who’d been attacked lunged forward, moving faster than Hevith would have expected, and raced across the yard, slamming into the other man’s back.
He went staggering, splayed out on the ground.
The other man had grabbed the bundle—it looked to be a blanket—before starting away when the first man grabbed his ankle, dragging him down.
They both shouted.
“This isn’t going to be good,” Hevith said.
The blanket dropped to the ground. Hevith stared at it. The colors reminded him of his sister. She’d always kept her blanket close to her, carrying it everywhere.
The man’s words came to mind. It’s the only thing I have left.
The blanket belonged to whoever he’d lost.
Hevith could imagine what he would do if someone took the only thing he had left of those he cared about. Would he be willing to fight on behalf of it?
“Someone should help him,” he said.
“And get attacked? The man is a fool. Let the bastard have the blanket. Not a lot of good it will do anyway. Can’t expect much warmth from something like that.”
“It’s not about warmth.” Hevith had started forward when Karn grabbed his shoulder.
“Don’t get yourself caught up in this. You’ve done a good job in the time I’ve been here. I’ve seen the way you keep your head down. Stay out of trouble. Don’t invite the Firsters to pick on you. Mind like that will keep you alive when you get brought away. They’ll value you for that.”
Hevith licked his lips. That was what he was going to be valued for?
Not if he could help it.
He still hadn’t worked out what it was going to take to escape, but he was determined to come up with something. Faking his death had started to be a real possibility. He’d seen how the bodies of the dead—and there were one or two every day—were carried away, dragged to some unseen part of the prison. If he could be brought away like that…
“What are you doing?” Karn snapped again. “Can’t use muscle. You’ve got to be smart.”
Hevith had been continuing forward and caught himself.
What was he doing?
It wasn’t that he wanted to behave the way Karn suggested of him, but there was value in staying alive.
A shout from the center of the courtyard drew his attention.
One of the men—the one who’d lost his blanket—lay with a crossbow bolt through his chest. The larger man grabbed the blanket from him and scrambled away. He glanced up at the guards as he ran.
Hevith looked as well. The captain was there, a dark smile on his face that seemed caught up in the shadows that somehow surrounded him. The rest of the guards marched onward in their patrol. Either they didn’t care—which he thought was likely—or they’d already done what they needed.
“Why him?” Hevith whispered.
Karn grunted, shaking his head. “Haven’t you been paying attention to what I’ve been saying? They want the strongest of us. The other was weak. That man,” he thumbed toward the man now standing among three others, holding the blanket and laughing, “proved himself stronger. I told you what they need us for.”
Hevith watched the other Firsters passing the blanket around, before one of them—not even the one who’d stolen it—tossed it to the ground.
“They didn’t even want it,” he said.
“Not much use in a blanket like that. They probably realized it’s not worth the effort.”
They left the blanket there, though one of the men stomped on it as he passed.
Hevith stared at it, his gaze darting to the fallen man, before looking over at the blanket. It was all he had left. And he’d died trying to protect it. A blanket.
That was what it had come to.
He had to watch others suffer this sort of violence, this sort of mindlessness, and for what? They hadn’t even really wanted the blanket, which made it all the worse.
When the whistle indicating the meal came, Hevith hesitated before heading to the line. Karn glanced over at him, frowning, but Hevith couldn’t take his eyes off the blanket.
The man still hadn’t been moved. Eventually, the guards would come and drag him away, though he didn’t know when that would be. They occasionally left the bodies in place, not bringing them away until they started rotting. Karn suggested it was because they used them as a warning, but that was awful if true. It would make faking death difficult.
Making his way across the yard, ignoring the growing line for food, he found the blanket where the other men had left it. It was covered in dust, and he wiped it off carefully, folding it neatly, and slipped it inside his jacket before turning toward the food line. If he was fast enough, no one would have seen him doing anything. He didn’t want to attract any more attention now than was necessary.
Taking a place in line, in the back behind even the infirm, he looked toward the Firsters. All were solid. Strong. They reminded him of the soldiers Vard hired to protect the wagons.
What had he been thinking? There wasn’t any reason to have grabbed the blanket, but he’d been drawn to it. Perhaps it was because it reminded him so much of Eliza, and after everything he had lost, having something that reminded him of someone he cared about mattered to him. Maybe it was the careless way the men had tossed it aside. Either way, he hadn’t been willing to leave it.
Hevith followed the line for the food. This was the farthest back he’d ever been in the line, and now that he was here, he wondered whether there would even be anything remaining by the time he got to the front. A few stragglers had taken up a place behind him, and he had done his best to ignore them, but their heavy breathing made that difficult.
When he reached the front of the line and took a bowl, there wasn’t much food. The man serving barely looked up as he plopped a little more than a half scoop into Hevith’s bowl. There was more remaining, but he didn’t offer any of it. Objecting wouldn’t get Hevith any more food, and he didn’t want to be like the men who fought for food, so he took what was offered and moved on, taking his cup of water before getting out of the way and heading over to his section of the yard.
Settling down, Karn grunted. “Saw what you did. It’s a mistake to get caught up in that.”
“In what?”
“Sentiment. You let yourself get caught up in it and you’ll find that they take advantage of you. Like that man did.” He nodded toward the fallen man as he took another bite and swallowed. “Look where it got him. Dead. You got to do what they need us to do, nothing more and nothing less. Keep your head down. Stay strong. That’s it.”
“It mattered to him,” he said.
“Yeah it mattered to him, but why does it matter to you?”
Hevith squeezed his arm where the blanket was tucked, feeling the pressure of it. When it was darker, he could take it out, maybe bring it over to the man’s body, and leave it with him. Given what he’d done and the way he’d sacrificed for it, that seemed fitting.
“I don’t know.”
Karn grunted and tipped his bowl to his lips, drinking as much as he could before setting it down. “Better figure out why. Now you got scraps. What happens if you get scraps again? You get weak and then they take advantage of you.” The other man locked eyes with Hevith, and the darkness within his was stark. “If you get weak, then you’re not useful. If not useful…”
Hevith didn’t need him to elaborate.
He’d end up like the man at the center of the yard. Dead.
Worse, if he was too weak to escape, he’d remain trapped here.
That wasn’t what he wanted.
Taking a bite of his food, he tried to eat everything he could. He needed to stay strong, but not for the same reason that Karn suggested. He wasn’t about to be someone’s labor. He needed to be strong so he could escape, find Vard, and see if there was anything else he could learn about the others he’d lost. He couldn’t do that by ending up dead.
When he finished his food, he started with his water. Shouting on the far side of the yard caught his attention and he looked up, but did so carefully. He knew better than to draw more attention than necessary.
The attacker was pointing to the ground where the blanket had been.
The other Firsters with him shrugged, trying to pull him back, but it was when the man swept his gaze across the entirety of the yard that Hevith felt a tingle of fear.
“See?” Karn asked.
“See what?”
“You made yourself a target. Warned you to be smart. Can’t use strength against them. Got to be patient. Outlast them.”
“He doesn’t know it was me.”
“Not yet. How long until he does? What do you think a man like that will do to a boy like yourself? You don’t got the muscle to handle that. Told you to be patient.” Karn grunted. “He didn’t have any problem taking that blanket from the other man. When he finds out you grabbed it… Well, let’s say you might want to get rid of it before he discovers that it was you.”
Hevith reached beneath his shirt. It was tattered and dirty, but the blanket remained tucked inside. But how long would he be able to keep it that way?
Maybe Karn was right and he needed to find some way of getting rid of it.
Turning his gaze away from the men searching the ground, he settled on looking at the fallen man. The blanket had mattered. It had to matter.
Whatever else Karn might say, it mattered that he’d been the one to grab the blanket. If nothing else, Hevith understood why the man had been willing to sacrifice for it.
“Better be ready when he comes,” Karn said as he carried his bowl and cup back toward the line. “You best be ready to prove you’re strong then.”
Hevith ignored him, but watched as Karn returned to the line. He expected the other man to come back over by him, but he didn’t. Since coming to the prison, Karn had spent much of his time near Hevith, enough of it that he had come to accept the man’s presence.
Cleaning out the last of the scraps in the bowl and drinking the last of his water, he crouched down, leaning against the wall and watching the activity in the yard.
His gaze frequently went to the man who’d stolen the blanket. As much as Hevith tried to keep from looking at him, he found himself drawn to him, watching. He worked around the entirety of the yard, looking from person to person, studying the ground. Could the blanket have meant something to him?
What if he’d read the situation wrong?
Hevith didn’t think he had. As far as he’d been able to tell, the man had simply wanted the blanket because he wanted to take something from someone he perceived as weaker.
By the time the man made it around to Hevith, he sat with his arms around his knees, trying to avoid looking anywhere but at the center of the yard. Karn stood across from him, watching.
“You. Do you know what happened to it?”
Hevith looked up. This close, the man towered over him. He was solidly built like so many of the Firsters, and time in the prison had done nothing to diminish that. His clothing was dirty, like everyone else’s, but it was less worn than what Hevith had on.
“To what?”
The man took a step toward him. “There was a blanket. Someone saw you heading toward it.”
“I didn’t take a blanket.”
The man glared at him before turning away.
Hevith sat where he was. If got up, he feared he might lose the blanket and reveal what he’d done.
Cocking his head to the side to listen as the man made his way around the yard, Hevith finally was able to relax. The Firster said much the same thing to everyone, pausing and demanding the blanket each time. Eventually, he made it all the way around and back to the far side of the yard.
No one had come to move the body.
It was getting late, and with the growing darkness, Hevith doubted that anyone would come for it tonight. That meant it would be there until morning—or perhaps longer. It was possible this man would stay as a reminder.
“I warned you,” Karn said.
Hevith glanced up. He hadn’t even noticed the man approaching. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Don’t it? You got his attention now. Before, you could stay in the shadows, but now… now they saw you.”
“What about you?”
Karn slapped his chest. “They might notice me, but they won’t do anything to me.”
“Why?”
Karn was smaller than the man who’d attacked for the blanket, and thin like so many others who had been imprisoned for a long time. Still, there was something about his haunted eyes that made Hevith pause. Maybe that was the same thing that would give anyone else a reason to pause.
“They know I’m a survivor. Can’t survive if you don’t fight a little.” Karn settled down next to him, shaking his head. “Should’ve left it alone.”
“It has to matter,” Hevith said.
“Why?”
“Because it has to matter.”
Karn grunted and lay back, clasping his hands behind his head as he stared forward. “The only thing that matters is survival. That’s all there is. I thought you saw that.”
Hevith thought about what Vard had tried to teach him, but didn’t think Vard had been right. “Surviving isn’t living.”
Karn rolled toward him, resting his head on his arm. “What do you plan to do differently? This is our fate. You either fight it or you accept it. I find accepting it lets me live. Better than the alternative. It’s not great, but we get to eat. We get to sleep. We get to look up at the sky and know that Callah still has a plan for us.”
“Callah?” He wouldn’t have taken Karn for a faithful follower of Callah, but then, Hevith had no idea what that might look like.
Karn said nothing.
Hevith looked away. This wasn’t Callah’s plan for him. He didn’t know Callah—and he wasn’t certain he wanted the god to know him. All he knew was that he wanted to get out of here. Survival wasn’t enough.
“How can you believe that his plan for you would mean you were a slave?”
“Just because it’s a plan don’t mean it’s a plan I can understand. I’m no god, boy. If Callah has something in mind for me, I have to be ready for it and embrace whatever he offers.”
Karn rolled back, looking up at the sky.
Hevith pressed his hands up against the blanket, keeping it tucked out of view. He had repositioned it, hiding it in the waistband of his pants, with the shirt pulled down enough that it would keep it covered. If there was a chance, he wanted to look at the blanket and see if there really was anything about it that reminded him of Eliza. For now, it was enough that it reminded him of the fallen man. Someone had to remember.
Sleep came slowly for him that night.
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HEVITH
IN THE DARKNESS, Hevith sat staring at the wall, frustration filling him.
It was heavily shadowed, somehow even darker than he thought it should be in the nighttime, making him think of the strange darkness he had seen while with his family, the same darkness they had believed came from the Hith.
The guards were brutal, but he doubted they were Hith.
That didn’t mean he and the other prisoners weren’t captured by the Hith, held here for some nefarious purpose.
It was time to try something.
There was only so much that he could map in his head. It was time to take action.
He glanced over at Karn and found him watching.
Turning away, he pressed up against the wall. As the guards patrolled, he waited a moment, looking at their outlines against the night sky, and decided now would be a time to make an attempt.
He hadn’t planned it out well enough, but he was tired of staying here and doing nothing. The longer he stayed here, the more he would continue to suffer, the more he would dwindle. Eventually, he would become like these others. That was not what he wanted.
Digging his fingers into the wall, he found a bit of a grip. It wasn’t much, but enough that he thought he could pull himself up. He was tired and weakened from his time in the prison, but he thought he could find his way up.
Hevith pulled, digging his feet into the stone.
Each grip was slow, difficult, but he had experience climbing, enough that he thought he might be able to get up to the top of the wall. If he could move quickly enough, he might even be able to avoid the guards as they made their circuit around the inside of the prison yard.
He was about two thirds of the way up the wall when his hands slipped.
He fell back.
Scrambling for a grip, Hevith couldn’t get a hold of anything. He landed flat on his back, his breath knocked out of him.
He lay there for a moment, trying to get his breath.
“You’re a damn fool if you think you can escape.”
Hevith opened his eyes and looked up at Karn. “Better than what you do.”
“Better how? Look at you. You try that again, you’re bound to draw their attention.” He nodded to the top of the wall where the guards circled. “A crossbow bolt will kill you the same as it kills anyone.”
Hevith coughed and managed to draw a breath. Getting back to his knees, he looked up at the wall. How high had he been?
“If you helped—”
“No one is dumb enough to help you with a plan like that. You think they want to die?”
“This isn’t living,” Hevith said, looking away.
He took a seat, crouching against the wall, leaning there. He drifted in and out of sleep, resting for a long time.
When the whistle sounded and daylight arrived, Hevith moved forward toward the line. In the day since the blanket incident, Karn had been more distant to him. It surprised him that he minded. Ever since his capture, he hadn’t wanted to get close to anyone, but having someone—even if it was Karn—had made this place a little less lonely.
He still hadn’t found a way to escape.
Karn stood toward the front third of the line. Not with those who fought their way to the front, but near enough that he could be standing among them.
Hevith fell into his usual location. He’d made a point of keeping his arms down in front of him, holding his stomach to keep from revealing the blanket. There hadn’t been a chance to really study the blanket and see if there was anything about it that he might be able to learn. How could he when those around him would be able to see the moment he did?
That didn’t mean he hadn’t taken it out and looked at it at all. More than ever before, it reminded him of his sister’s blanket. There was a pattern to it that was similar to hers, though Eliza’s blanket had contained wider stripes. The colors weren’t the same either, but that didn’t make it any less meaningful.
The man who’d carried it had been dragged away after two days.
It was longer than usual, and Hevith suspected the reason was a desire to keep anyone else from having any interest in arguing. Typically when someone had been shot by the guards, there was no fighting for a few days afterward. This was no exception.
“Watch it,” someone shouted from near the front of the line.
Hevith stayed in his place, not pushing forward, careful to keep his head down and focus on what happened around him, but not anywhere else.
A Firster appeared, carrying a bowl and his cup. Even from where Hevith stood, he could tell the bowl had more of the stew than he usually got. The man passed Hevith, completely ignoring him. As he passed, Hevith turned to watch, noting how the man shoved one of the older prisoners to the ground.
“They wouldn’t have done that before.”
Hevith glanced over. A woman likely in her early twenties stood near him. She reminded him of Alicia with her dark hair, but her cheeks were rounder. When she looked over at him, her lips pressed together in a tight frown. “They would have respected the elders. They wouldn’t have pushed them down.” She turned away, focusing straight ahead of her. “That’s what this place does. Makes them forget who they were.”
“They’re hungry,” he said.
“We’re all hungry. They do it because they think it’ll keep them alive. It doesn’t make it right.”
Hevith followed the line and got his food and drink. When he took his place on the far side of the yard, settling back to the ground next to Karn, he started eating as quickly as he could, not wanting to give anyone the opportunity to come and snatch his bowl.
Karn ate quietly, saying nothing.
“What were you before?” Hevith asked.
Karn turned toward him. His eyes were flat and darkened. “What was that?”
“Before you came here. What were you?” The woman had made him think of the question, and it was one that he should have asked Karn before.
“Why does it matter?”
“I guess it doesn’t.”
“Damn right it doesn’t. Thinking about what was will only make you crazy about what could be.”
“You wouldn’t go back to what you were?”
Karn glanced in his direction for a moment before sweeping his gaze around the prison yard. “There’s no going back to anything. Even if we wanted to, what we were before is gone. That person is gone. Dead, just like we’ll be if we cause trouble here. There’s no going back to it. Might be best that we can’t.”
“I don’t think that’s true.”
“No? You think you could go back to who and what you were? Imagine they let you leave. You could just return?”
He wasn’t sure if there was any way to return. What would happen if he did find his family? Vard? Any of that? He wouldn’t be able to simply go back to a life in the wagons, though that hope was all that kept him moving. Thoughts of what he’d do to find his family drove him.
“I’ve been telling you that you need to get those thoughts out of your head. They’re only going to cause you trouble. You need to make peace with where you are now and what that means for you. Only when you do that will you be able to survive.”
Karn got to his feet, carrying the bowl and cup away, leaving Hevith sitting alone again.
What Karn described wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want only to survive, but this place—and his earlier captivity—had changed him enough that he wasn’t sure he could do anything else.
A stirring of energy in the yard picked up.
Hevith looked over toward it, wanting nothing more than to remain as hidden here as he could, unnoticed, but this was different than the shouts he’d heard from fighting.
Five men slipped through the main part of the yard.
“Damn fools,” Karn said, settling back near him, resting his head against the wall.
“Why?”
“Look at what they think to do.”
As he watched, Hevith wasn’t able to make out what Karn saw. After the meal whistle, most generally took seats and ate, trying to stay as inconspicuous as possible. The Firsters would argue, and sometimes fighting would break out among them, but even that was unusual.
“I don’t know what they’re trying to do.”
“They’re trying to die.”
Two of the men reached the wall near the oldest of the prisoners. That section of the wall was darker, fouler smelling, but a bit more hidden from the guards. An older woman who seemed to be the leader of this section watched as they approached.
The men reached for the wall, climbing along it. They weren’t Firsters—at least, they didn’t seem to be. Rather, they were from the second group in the food line. From where he sat, Hevith wasn’t able to tell how they were climbing, but they were halfway up the wall before it seemed the guards paid any attention.
The other three men carried something in their hands and watched the guards along the wall as they made their way around the perimeter.
When they neared the guards, they hurled the items they carried—bowls from the meal line, it seemed—at the guards.
They struck, and the guards turned their attention toward the attackers.
Which left the men attempting to scale the wall alone.
Hevith didn’t know which to watch but found his attention drawn to the men trying to climb to freedom. If they could climb over the top of the wall, they might be able to escape. It might be a way for him to get to freedom.
“Don’t think you can try the same,” Karn said.
“I wasn’t thinking that.”
“You weren’t thinking. Watch.”
Hevith couldn’t help but watch. When the two men attempting their climb neared the top of the wall, he started smiling to himself. He couldn’t help it. It reminded him of what Vard had told him: run.
These men were attempting just that.
He started moving. If they could do it, then he could…
One of the men fell from the wall.
When he landed, Hevith saw that his throat had been cut. Blood sprayed out from the wound in his neck. A guard standing above where he’d fallen held a bloodstained sword.
“Damn fools,” Karn muttered.
The other man who’d been climbing the wall didn’t last much longer. He crashed down to the inside of the yard, landing not far from the other man. A deep gash split his forehead and he hit the ground with a sickening thud.
The captain stood atop the wall above him, a curved sword in hand that seemed to hold on to the shadows. For some reason, it reminded Hevith of the attack his people had sustained.
Someone cried out near him.
Hevith turned and saw one of the men who’d been throwing bowls at the guards with a crossbow bolt jutting up from his chest. Within a few moments, the other two fell much the same way, lying motionless.
“Told you they were fools.”
The entire yard fell silent.
It seemed as if no one wanted to move. Hevith certainly didn’t. He had finished his food, but didn’t want to be the first one to carry his bowl back toward the line. Long moments passed, no one speaking, no one checking on the men who had fallen—there was no point, as they were all dead—and no one getting up.
The guards quickly resumed their patrols as if nothing had happened. Pacing along the wall, they didn’t pay any mind to the men bleeding out into the yard. They would lie there for another day or more—in this case, probably much more as a lesson about what happened to men who dared try to escape—their bodies rotting. The only one who wouldn’t move was the captain with his sword unsheathed.
When others carefully started moving again, Hevith got to his feet and stood looking around the yard. He didn’t want to say anything. He didn’t really want to return his bowl.
That would be his fate were he to try to escape… only how could he not try? Staying here wasn’t an option. That wasn’t what his parents would have wanted for him. That wasn’t what Vard had instructed him to do.
It was late in the evening before he finally mustered the courage to bring the bowl and cup back to the line where they would be wiped out—never cleaned, he didn’t think, only wiped down—for the next meal. When he turned away, he crashed into a much larger man.
“I’m sorry,” Hevith said quickly, stepping off to the side.
The Firster dropped the bowl and cup he carried and reached for Hevith. “What are you doing?”
Hevith danced back a step, trying to stay away from him. “I wasn’t trying to do anything. I didn’t see you.”
Looking around, he searched for anyone who might be able to help, but then he knew better. Within the prison yard, there wasn’t anyone who would be willing to support him.
The man took another step toward Hevith, who tried to back away, but tripped.
He fell backward and the man kicked at him.
The tip of his booted foot caught Hevith in the side, knocking the wind out of him, and he grunted, rolling over to try to protect himself from another attack.
When he rolled, his shirt pulled up and the blanket he had tucked beneath the waistband of his pants fell out.
Hevith hurriedly grabbed it and stuffed it back into his pants, worried he might not have been fast enough. Another kick struck, this time landing on his shoulder. His arm went numb. He needed to find a way to get away from the man.
Movement around him caught his attention.
A crowd was forming.
Which meant they would be drawing the attention of the guards.
Hevith had seen what would happen. Worse, he had seen who was most likely to be on the receiving end of the crossbow bolt. Not the instigator, especially if he seemed strong enough to save. It would be Hevith.
Forcing himself to his feet, he looked up briefly. One of the guards watched, though the crossbow remained at his side. When he started to turn his attention back to the attacker, he noticed Karn watching him, an unreadable expression on his face.
The man brought his foot back to kick again.
Vard had warned him to run. That had been good advice at the time and had gotten him to safety, however briefly. It was because of Alicia and her betrayal that he’d ended up here. Vard had also taught him to fight.
Karn had a different sort of advice for him. Strength. Hevith had seen how strength mattered in the yard. As much as he didn’t want to be responsible for what happened to someone else, he didn’t know if he had much of a choice.
The man was larger than him—a Firster, but what else could he do?
Hevith launched himself.
The suddenness of it caught the other man off guard. Hevith slammed into his chest, crashing into him, and together they were carried to the ground. Shouts nearby rang out, but Hevith ignored them. There was nothing else he could do but to ignore them. Focusing only on this man, he jammed his knee into the man’s chest, then his stomach, and finally into his groin.
All those lessons from Vard had made him a much more dangerous fighter than he had thought. He continued pounding on him, slamming his fist into the man’s forehead, his chin, feeling bones crack beneath his fist…
Vard had warned him about losing control. He had an edge. He had to be careful with it, not take it too far. Hevith could feel the man’s life in his hands. All he had to do to prevent this man from hurting him would be to finish him.
No.
He couldn’t let himself become that person. He wouldn’t succumb to the darkness.
Hevith rolled off and staggered away. The crowd that had formed let him go, allowing him to move through, and he took his place near the wall, looking straight ahead. If nothing else, he had kept himself from injury.
The man started to get up. Hevith waited, worried that he might come after him again, but he stood in place unsteadily.
Then collapsed.
At first, Hevith had no idea what happened. Then he saw the bloom of blood around his chest. A crossbow bolt stuck out from his chest.
Looking toward the guards, he found one of them watching—thankfully not the captain; Hevith didn’t want to draw his attention—his crossbow resting on one arm, scanning the inside of the yard. Periodically, he would aim the crossbow at another, before setting it back down and scanning the yard again.
Hevith found his gaze drawn to the fallen man.
He didn’t move, though he didn’t expect him to. In the time that he’d been in prison, he had seen too many suffer like that. The wound was fatal. There wasn’t anything that he could do to help him.
“I have to admit I’m surprised that wasn’t you.”
Hevith didn’t look over at Karn. “I didn’t want that to happen to him.”
“Would you rather it have been you?”
On the far side of the yard, the other Firsters turned away, ignoring the body. Would no one remember what happened here? The man had attacked Hevith, but what would he have done had they not been in prison?
“Who was he?” he asked.
Karn grunted. “Doesn’t matter. Now he’s nothing. Won’t cause you trouble no more.”
Hevith swallowed. “He has to have had a name.”
“Why do you care?”
Hevith pointed to the men on the far side of the yard. “Someone needs to.”
“You’re going to get yourself attacked again if you keep this up. First that damn blanket, and now you’re worrying about the life of someone who would have happily seen you be the one to take that arrow to the chest. Be happy you survived, boy. Next time might not be so lucky.”
Karn got up and headed away from him.
Regardless of what Karn said, someone had to remember what happened here. If no one else cared about the fallen man, he would have to find some way of doing so.
Sitting in place for long moments, he stared across the yard as the daylight faded. He couldn’t take his gaze off the man. A part of him knew that Karn was right, that he needed to move past what had happened. He had survived. Had he done nothing, let the man continue to attack him, it might be him with the bolt sticking out of his chest. And for what? Because he’d bumped into him. No other reason than that.
Survival had a cost, though. Whatever else happened, he couldn’t shake the knowledge that the man was gone because he’d decided that he wasn’t going to be attacked any longer.
Was letting his anger and the darkness overtake him stealing his humanity?
He couldn’t let that happen. That was what happened to Karn. Others in the prison yard.
Not him. It couldn’t.
Darkness found him sitting in place, still staring across the yard. Karn hadn’t returned, but over the last few days, Karn had been increasingly upset with him. As Hevith had no one else here, he would need to find a way to make amends with Karn, though he didn’t know what it would take. The man wanted him to be strong and prove that he could be a worker. When he’d done that, he’d felt nothing but guilt.
After a while, Hevith got to his feet and wandered along the wall behind him, still staring outward. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he had to be responsible for remembering what had happened to the man, even if he might never know his name.
Others in the yard remained quiet. Some had already fallen asleep, though not all. Quite a few remained awake late into the night, always on edge for the possibility that someone might start a fight. It was the reason Hevith had slept poorly ever since coming to the yard. There was always the risk that someone might attack.
He paced.
An uncomfortable energy filled him. He wanted to sit down and rest, but couldn’t.
When it seemed that most within the yard had fallen asleep, he made his way toward the center.
Stopping there, he looked down at the fallen man.
In death, he didn’t look nearly as intimidating as he had when Hevith had faced him. A shaggy beard covered his chin. Streaks of dirt gave his face a darker appearance. His hair was lanky and long. Eyes stared blankly outward, eyes that reminded him of others he had known before losing his people to the attack on the wagon.
There was nothing about the fallen man that felt dangerous. He was simply a man. Perhaps one who had lost his temper. Someone who had been pushed harder than necessary by the circumstances of their captivity. Hevith wondered who he might have been before.
Everyone here had been someone before they were captured. He had been learning trade from his father. Had he not suffered the way he had, he might have one day taken over the command of the wagons, leading their people as they traveled and traded. Now he would never know whether that was something he could have done.
What had others been?
He thought of Karn. Though the man denied that it mattered, Hevith knew it did. Whoever he had been had guided what he’d become. Had he lost others the way that so many of them had? He’d lost himself, regardless of what he believed, and because of that, he had become something cold and distant, a man content with what he was.
And this man. Who had he been?
He appeared young, though old enough that he could have been a father. A tradesman. Someone who could have done great things. Now he was lost.
If Hevith weren’t careful, he would end up the same.
Perhaps Karn was right and he should be thankful it wasn’t him lying here. Had he not fought back, it might have been him.
What would he do to make it worthwhile?
That seemed to be the most important thing. Having survived, now he had to find meaning. That meant he would have to find a way out of here. A way of doing something that mattered. Escape.
Hevith turned away and started toward the wall.
He doubted he’d be able to sleep. He couldn’t shake what happened, and the fallen man deserved someone remember him at least, even if Hevith was the only one willing to offer it to him.
Nearing the wall, he noticed a shadow.
“Did you think you could keep it from me?”
Hevith had expected Karn, but didn’t recognize the voice.
“Keep what?”
A figure moved away from the wall. Hevith recognized him as the man who had stolen the blanket. “I saw it when you tussled with Eight. Did you think you could keep it from me?”
Hevith tensed. Were there other shadows near him?
He backed away, but that would only put him more out in the open. “I didn’t take anything from you.”
The man started toward him. When Hevith had been attacked by the other man, he’d had the advantage of surprise. Eight hadn’t expected Hevith to fight back, and by lunging at him, he had given himself the chance to get away.
It would be unlikely that would work this time.
The man started toward him and Hevith slipped off to the side.
He didn’t want to fight. At night, it might be less likely the guards would see it, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be paying attention.
Worse, he wouldn’t be able to withstand an attack from this man if it came down to it. He still hurt where Eight had kicked him, the places where the boot had struck leaving his arm throbbing, his sides aching with each breath. Another beating so soon would…
The man darted toward him.
Despite his size, he was quick.
He reached Hevith, grabbing him around the throat, and threw him down.
Hevith struggled to get free, to fight the other man off, but he couldn’t do anything. It hurt to take a breath.
“Where is it?” the man hissed. His breath was hot and stunk.
Hevith tried to fight, kicking, but couldn’t move. He flailed, swinging his legs around, bringing his knees up, wanting to connect with the man somewhere to knock him off, but nothing worked.
Hands raked along his sides. Fists punched at him. Pain coursed through him. All while the man held him by the throat, pinning him to the ground.
He couldn’t breathe.
Darkness worked along the edge of his vision. Much longer and he’d pass out.
Panic made him fight, though it was uncontrolled.
He battered at the man, trying to bring his legs around, and managed to get a single blow in. It struck something solid, hurting him, but he was rewarded with a soft grunt. The pressure on his neck eased a little, enough for him to take a breath.
Hevith swung his leg around again, trying to connect, but failed.
Hands peeled at his jacket, tearing it. Something ripped at his waist and he tried to scream, but the pressure on his neck made that useless.
Another punch to the side, then he was lifted and slammed to the ground.
When he landed, he sucked in another breath.
It wasn’t enough. The darkness at the edge of his vision persisted, and though he tried to fight, to do anything that might buy him time, he wasn’t strong enough.
No one would help.
More than any other thought, that stayed with him. Whatever else happened would have to be on him. If he couldn’t break free, there would be no one coming to rescue him. He was alone in the yard.
Visions of his family flashed into his mind. His mother. Father. Sister. Others on the caravan. All of them lost. Probably taken by the Hith, but maybe taken the same as him. Whatever had happened meant they were gone.
Vard came to mind. The old soldier had been with him longer, but even that hadn’t been enough. Hevith had wanted to protect him, but there was no way to do so.
Now he would die.
He was lifted again and then slammed back to the ground.
His head bounced and rolled off to the side. Everything blurred.
Pain stayed with him, the only other constant he had.
Then the pressure on his neck eased.
Hevith struggled to breathe, barely managing to suck in a single breath, and then lay motionless. All he wanted was to curl up and sleep.
He lost track of how long he lay motionless. The pain throbbed, though he didn’t know if anything was broken. If it was, it would be unlikely anyone would help enough to heal him.
“I told you not to draw too much attention.”
He tried to roll toward the sound of the voice, but didn’t know if he was moving well enough. His eyes didn’t open the way they should, leaving everything in darkness.
“Karn?” His voice came out ragged, and he barely said the single word.
“You needed to survive. You needed to stay away from them. Now you suffer. And for what?”
Hevith couldn’t say anything. He wanted to speak up, to tell Karn that it wasn’t about drawing attention. That it wasn’t about surviving.
None of those words came out.
“Memories,” he whispered.
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VOLATAR
NIGHT WAS a cold grip around us. The air carried with it the whispers of memory, and I struggled to ignore those memories, wanting nothing to do with them. It was easier to keep them suppressed. It was easier to ignore and move on.
“You need to rest,” Coldan whispered.
None of us wanted to make much noise. Not where we were and not with what we’d seen. It forced us to move more slowly, though that had never been a detriment. There were times when moving more cautiously had provided a benefit, typically because we were able to better anticipate what we might encounter when we reached our destination.
“Not yet,” I said.
Staring into the darkness, I tried to ignore the way it called to me. Ever since encountering the Hith, that sense of darkness had stayed with me, almost as if trying to taunt me. The awareness of it bubbled up from deep inside. Try as I did to push it down and away, I hadn’t succeeded in doing so as effectively as I wanted.
Coldan knew it, too. The concern on his face told me just how much he was aware of what I went through.
Standing here in the darkness didn’t provide me with any answers, though I didn’t really expect that it would. What I wanted was to be able to listen and focus on what was out in the night. I was determined that we wouldn’t be surprised again.
If I was going to be connected to the darkness, then I was going to use it to our benefit. That wasn’t always the case. There were times when I thought I could control it, yet it seemed as if it controlled me. Much like when we had encountered the Hith.
There weren’t any clouds in the sky. Normally, a night like this would be reason to celebrate. We could study the stars and the position of the moon, see if there were any messages written by the gods up there, but not with the way I felt. Any message the gods might have for me would be twisted by that darkness.
Instead, I focused on the overall sense all around me. From here, I could push out with that power, and I should be able to uncover answers. It might involve us traveling off the main road, as much as I detested doing so. It was easier to remain on the road. More than that, if we came across others, we could hear any rumors that were spreading. Those rumors were valuable.
Shae joined me atop the rock I perched on, touching my arm. “You haven’t told me where we’re going. Just that it’s north.”
I nodded. “There’s something in the north we need to reach. A power, I suppose you could say.”
“And this power will teach you how to join your magics?”
I shook my head slightly. “I don’t know if it’s so much about joining them as it is about regaining control over the elaron. The Volatar served the elaron. The Jahor need that person back.”
She frowned at me. “What about what you need?”
I started to smile. It had been a long time since I’d wondered what I needed. Even now, I didn’t know. Not really.
“I serve the Jahor. That is what I need.”
“You need to rest. I can keep an eye out.”
Coldan must have sent her. Glancing up, I found him looking down at both of us. Brooding, as he often did.
“You’re stronger than you have a right to be,” I said. It was time that I admitted that about her. In our travels, she could have broken down, become tearful, but she did none of that. She might be scared, but fear didn’t mean that she was not strong. Fear meant that she was human.
There were times when I was still afraid. Many times.
“I haven’t taken the time to think about it. If I think about what happened to my parents…”
“I understand.”
“How?”
I took a deep breath. “I have experienced more than most within the war. More than I ever wanted to. Because of that, I understand.”
“What was the war like?”
“I thought it was over. The Hith were pushed back, the Jahor able to finally find peace. Our allies…” I squeezed my eyes shut. “I suppose none of that matters. We didn’t know that the Trilan was responsible. For that matter, I didn’t even know that there was someone guiding the Hith the way I now do. Now… Now I better understand who the Trilan is, even if that doesn’t make it more likely that we can defeat him.”
“You don’t think that you can stop him?”
“I tried. That was why I pursued the knowledge of the ne’rash.” I turned to her, noticing how she was glowing softly. “You need to learn to focus on your power. You need to be able to control it. It’s hard at first, but the more that you begin to understand the nature of the elaron, the greater ability you will have with it.”
“How do I focus?”
“We talked about some of the techniques that you need. The key is reaching that power consistently. When you do, then we can begin to discuss how you can use it.”
“How do I learn to reach it consistently?”
As I studied her, noting the soft glow that surrounded her, I realized that I wasn’t quite right. She didn’t need to access the elaron consistently. She already did that. She needed to access it with control.
“Focus. You need to find that part of you that will allow you to reach the power within you. It sounds nebulous, I know. Each person reaches for that power in a different way. The key is learning enough about yourself. What is it that you would identify with?”
“I don’t know.”
“What would you have done had you not been chased by the Hith?”
“In my village, I would have been married soon.”
“Did you have someone you cared about?”
“Not particularly, but…” She started to smile. “I didn’t enjoy baking or seamstressing or candlemaking, not the way so many girls my age did. I was more interested in other things.”
“What other things?”
She bit her lip as she hesitated. “I wanted to learn healing.”
“Did you?”
“Girls weren’t allowed to become healers in my homeland, but our local healer, a doctor named Jornas, allowed me to observe. I learned the basics. Splinting bones. Stitching wounds. Some medicines. He taught what he could, but he also knew that I would never be able to use it.”
“He sounds like a good man.”
“He was. When the war came to my village, he was lost. I was there when he died. An arrow to the belly. I removed it the way that he taught me, but I couldn’t save him.”
She looked down.
I nodded. “War takes many people before their time.”
“It was more than just it being before his time. When he was taken, I didn’t have any choice. I felt helpless. I felt…”
I was beginning to understand. “That’s when you first accessed the elaron. You cared for this man. Because of what happened to him, you drew upon power you didn’t know you had, and you tried to use that in order to help him. That’s how you’re going to focus, but you’re going to have to find it somewhere within you. I don’t know how to teach that. Once you reach it, then I can help.”
I saw Coldan watching me. There was something in his eyes that seemed almost satisfied.
“I need to look beyond,” I whispered.
“I don’t know what that is.”
I shook my head. “I wouldn’t expect that you would just yet, which is why I must do this.”
“You could teach me.”
“Not like this. It will be too difficult here.” And dangerous, I didn’t add. “Get some rest. Work on understanding yourself so that you can control how you reach the elaron. I’ll alert you if there’s anything coming.”
When she turned away from me, that faint glowing emanated from her. That was the only sign I had of her using her power, though it was enough of one that anyone who might be looking out for someone like us would recognize it. Thankfully, there shouldn’t be anyone searching for us.
Or there hadn’t been.
Focusing on the sense around me, I still couldn’t detect anything. I supposed that should reassure me, and in many ways it did, but I would be much more at ease when we finally moved beyond the borders of the war. We had been moving through lands that were dangerous. Not just because of the fighting, but because of the risk to us.
I took a seat. Shae stood behind me, and I could feel the way she used power, though it was faint and subtle. That I didn’t feel it more acutely was enough of a sign that I needed to rest as much as she said.
Crossing my legs in front of me, I closed my eyes. Breathing deeply, I focused on the sense of everything around me, trying to reach for the elaron.
That was the reason Coldan and I had come out here. In the time since we’d left, my control over power that had once been a part of me, a power I had once commanded as easily as breathing, had faded. Partly that was because I had turned away from that power, not wanting to accept the responsibilities that came along with it, but there was more to it than that.
My consciousness drifted.
For the first time in days, I rested as well as I could.
I didn’t sleep. It had been years since I truly slept. Now it was a matter of letting my mind go elsewhere while my body restored itself. Having control of where my mind drifted was part of my training, and the one part I had not lost.
In some ways, it felt as if I floated over the ground, taking me high above everything. I didn’t see the world the way I would were I awake, but that didn’t mean I didn’t recognize aspects of it.
As usual, this carried me away, back toward Luciarn.
Were I more alert, I might have fought, but fatigue made it difficult to struggle.
Instead I let the sense of Luciarn come to me. There was power there, a sense of purpose. A healing sense.
And I wanted nothing to do with it.
Something jolted me, threatening to disrupt this peace.
I had experienced that before and tried to fight against it, pushing back against that sense. As I tried to anchor to this place, there came another jolt.
Focusing on my body, I tore my mind away from Luciarn, carrying myself back toward where I existed, trying to remain as in control as possible. A surge of emotion coursed through me, threatening to steal my focus. I fought against it, recognizing part of the emotion as coming from my suddenly racing heart and a sheen of sweat across my brow.
I needed to be awake.
Not just awake, but I needed to be ready for whatever I might encounter the moment I awoke.
Could I use the elaron?
Within this state, it should be easier to connect to that power, but as I was pulled away, reaching for my physical body, I struggled to reach for it. The other option was using the ne’rash.
When I snapped my eyes open, Shae was there, crouching in front of me, both hands resting on my shoulders and trying to jostle me awake. Her body glowed far too brightly. It was either a lack of control, or…
“You have to get up!”
Her voice was high and strained. She’d been yelling. Likely she’d been trying to get me to come around, and given the state I had gone to—without really intending to—it had been nearly impossible for her to do so.
“I’m back. What is it?”
She released my shoulders and stepped back.
Coldan was there, and he tipped his head off to the side. His sword was unsheathed, the massive curved blade glistening. “Listen.”
Closing my eyes again, this time I focused on what they wanted me to hear. There were sounds around me, but I wasn’t certain what I was hearing.
“I can’t tell what you’re trying to show me.”
“Movement. Everywhere around us.”
Taking a deep breath, I shifted my focus. I didn’t have much of a choice and I used the ne’rash. That gave me a sense of our surroundings, though it was in a way that was touched by the shadows and the darkness. As much as I would have liked to ignore that sense, I had grown far too comfortable with it.
It was a dark magic. Power. Destruction. Pulling on it was like pulling on the night.
With the ne’rash, I could summon trails of power that were incredibly destructive. Most of the time, that power overwhelmed me.
This time, it helped.
As Coldan said, there was movement in the forest all around us.
It was everywhere.
Dangerous. I should have known better than to go into that state while we were in these lands. Even though it hadn’t seemed as if I had been gone all that long, time had a different meaning there. Now that I had returned, the refreshed sense within me suggested just how long I had been away.
Too long.
Getting to my feet, I scanned the rocks. We were still hidden, but for how much longer? These weren’t Hith. They would have had a different sense to the ne’rash, but Theren soldiers moving through here would be equally dangerous and, given the numbers I had sensed, would be that much more difficult to bypass. While I didn’t have any qualms about destroying the Hith, I had more hesitation when it came to the Theren.
“What do you suggest?” Shae asked.
“We can keep moving north.”
“But they have us surrounded.”
“Not surrounded, at least not entirely.” I motioned toward the rock in front of us. It would be a difficult descent, especially in the dark, but we had grown accustomed to difficult climbs. “We head north where their horses won’t be able to carry them.”
“I don’t like it,” Coldan said.
Taking a deep breath, I stared into the darkness. “I don’t either.”
The rock in front of us dropped precipitously. In the daylight, it had been easier to see the way it dropped far below, but now that it was dark, I had only the vaguest sense of it. A cool breeze pushed up from below, a warning of the depths of the valley. The forest ran along a ridgeline through here, and I had traveled these lands more than once, so I knew that it would be difficult for anything to descend all the way to the valley floor on horseback without reaching the pass.
When a sound of movement came behind me, I hurried forward.
If the Theren were close enough that I could hear them, it wouldn’t be long before they could hear us.
Shae and Coldan followed, moving more quietly than I did. Thankfully, the glow of power around Shae had dimmed, though it was still there, a faint luminescence like a massive lightning bug lighting the night.
“You have to release your hold on it,” I whispered as I started down the side of the rock. It was smooth and slick with moisture. This would be a dangerous descent at night.
“I’m trying, but I’m scared.”
“Fear isn’t a reason to use power. Fear makes you lose control. You have to control your power, not the other way around.”
Gradually, the glowing faded even more before disappearing completely. I doubted she’d released her hold on her power altogether, but that wasn’t what I needed from her. What I needed was for her to have enough control over it that she could suppress it. If it came down to using that power, I wanted her to be able to do so.
“Good.”
“You’re one to talk,” Coldan said.
I sniffed. “Experience makes a good teacher.”
“If you were such a good teacher, you would have a better hold on the elaron than you do. Just because you made one mistake—”
“More than one mistake,” I told him. “You know that as well as I do.”
“Fine. More than one mistake. What were you trying to tell me about experience?”
“That’s why I’m cautious.”
“That’s why you’re scared. If you weren’t, none of this would be an issue.” He passed me, descending deeper into the valley.
He was right, but just because he was right didn’t mean I could change it. There had been a time when my control over the elaron was unrivaled, but after what happened to the Jahor, how all had been lost, I didn’t have the same control. I wasn’t sure I ever would again.
It wasn’t something I could change now.
Scrambling down the rock, I attempted to move as quietly as possible. Somewhere below me, Shae and Coldan moved more rapidly than I could keep pace with. Her movements were quick, controlled, and I suspect partially powered by the elaron. Mine were slow. Deliberate. Cautious.
Above me, the sound of the Theren neared.
I could hear their horses, but more than that, I could feel the change around us. Were I to close my eyes, let myself drift a little, I thought I might be able to determine just how many were out there. When I drifted into that trance, it was the only time when the elaron and the connection I had to it came easily.
Continuing down the side of the valley, I didn’t trust my footing. I held each stone a moment, probably longer than necessary, squeezing it to ensure I wasn’t going to slip. With each step, I could feel the stone sliding past me, and there was enough reason to worry that I might trip. If I did, I doubted even Coldan would be able to catch me. That wasn’t to say he wouldn’t try, but it would be unlikely that he would be able to do much of anything.
The longer I descended, the easier it was to lose track of time.
Each movement was a deliberate one, intended to make certain that I didn’t fall. Far below me, I could sense Shae and Coldan, though I couldn’t tell exactly where they were. It was far enough away from me that I suspected they would reach the valley floor and watch the sun rise. I might still be descending by then.
A surge of energy came.
I glanced up.
What had that been? It was difficult to tell what that sense came from. It could be nothing, but there was an element of it that made me a bit concerned. Not for the Hith, but for something else. Something unexpected.
I clung to the rock, holding tightly while trying to determine if what I had sensed was anything to be worried about. I doubted the Theren would have one of the Vicenz.
When the sense of power came again, I realized I had to know.
If this was about more than the Theren and the Hith, I had to.
With my power being difficult to access these days, there was only one way to find out, but doing so here, clinging to the rock in this way, would be dangerous. The alternative was waiting. If they moved past us—and I doubted the Theren would attempt to descend the rock, even if they were aware of our presence—then I might not have another opportunity.
It had to be now.
Flattening myself against the rock, clinging to it while closing my eyes, I released my mind. Having done so unintentionally earlier in the evening made it easier to do now. Entering this state took effort on my part, but it took much less of a connection to the elaron than actually using that power intentionally.
Separating from my body, I floated.
I had to maintain enough of a connection that my body didn’t go limp. It was a fairly advanced use of this technique, and though there had been a time when I wouldn’t have questioned whether I was capable of doing it, now I wasn’t so sure. Still, this wasn’t the time to be doubting myself.
Drifting slowly, I climbed into the sky, letting that awareness carry me as quickly as I could. Not only might I be able to determine if there was one of the Vicenz nearby, but I might be able to tell just how many Theren were here. I could use the ne’rash for that, but…
There.
A dark horse. A rider in black. A long staff strapped to the horse.
And power.
It radiated outward, stretching away from him. That energy pressed into the forest, all around him, but that was it. Nowhere else.
It demonstrated a lack of experience. Someone with more experience would know to press upward as well. I would have. Once.
Three Theren were near the Vicenz. They had the dark armor and long blades they were known for strapped to their sides. Their sleek, dark horses waited patiently. All focused on the Vicenz.
He led them.
Suddenly, that power I detected shifted.
It turned upward. There was something mingling with it, and I understood. Stolen power. The way they would have stolen it from Shae.
Were I to linger, the man would know that I was here.
For him to use that power in that manner might mean he already knew. It was possible I had taken too long or had revealed myself simply by coming here. If so, we would face a different pursuit.
We’d been lucky so far. During our travels, none had known that we were there, not aware of our passing. Would that finally change? I had feared it would, preparing for the possibility the Theren would discover us, or worse, the Hith. Either was a challenge I was ready to face.
I had not counted on the possibility of someone who could wield elaron—even stolen—coming after us. After me.
Withdrawing quickly, I was careful to stay away from the reach of power. I could feel the energy as it drifted toward us, and as I did, I tried to retreat as carefully as I could. Moving below the level of the dropoff, the energy brushed against me.
It did so as a faint warmth. Little more than that.
Then it surged.
The man would know I was here.
I didn’t recognize him. In this state, everything took on an almost translucent quality, making it difficult to determine anything with much clarity, and I didn’t recognize the power, either.
Reaching my body, I held on to that sense and surged back into myself.
As soon as I did, I slipped.
My feet jerked. That wasn’t uncommon, at least these days it was not, and because of that, I kicked, slipping down the stone.
Hurriedly, I grabbed at it, trying to find something I could hold on to, but I wasn’t able to do so. Bouncing off the rock, I fell. At one point, I slammed into something and tried to grab on to it, to flatten myself up against the stone, but even in that, I couldn’t prevent myself from falling.
A surge of power came from below me.
“No!”
I cried out louder than I intended.
Hopefully it would have the desired effect. I didn’t need Shae to reveal herself. Not for me. Not in this way. And not with one of the Vicenz so close.
As I continued to fall, I resisted the urge to use the ne’rash. The moment that I did, the Vicenz would realize I was there. Besides, to reach the Place of Knowing, I’d touched the elaron in a way I hadn’t in a long time.
What other choice did I have? If I continued to tumble, I would fall to my death.
Coldan needed me.
Once we reached the valley, we could move more quickly. We could stay ahead of the Vicenz and the Theren who worked with him. And we could avoid the Hith.
So many challenges.
It might be too many.
Another bounce.
I cried out.
Anger surged through me. Darkness swept in with it. I tried not to let the darkness consume me entirely, but the fall and the fear coursing through me made it difficult.
Here I had been the one counseling Shae on maintaining control, but when it came to working with the ne’rash, control was nothing more than an illusion. As much as I might want to hold on to the power, to use it rather than letting it consume and use me, that was the problem with the ne’rash.
Letting it out, I focused on my fall.
A bright glowing nearby came from Shae, reflecting off Coldan’s sword. He crawled across the rock, reaching for me. A deep frown furrowed his brow.
“What happened?”
Forcing myself to release the connection to the ne’rash, the power eased away, though much slower than I preferred. When it was gone, my mind starting to clear, I looked up the face of the rock. I couldn’t see anything up there, though I didn’t need to. Not anymore. I could feel everything that I needed to know.
“There was a surge of power and I needed to investigate.”
“You didn’t.”
I held his gaze. “I had to know if there was anything there that we needed to be concerned about.”
“And?”
Tearing my gaze away from the rock, I breathed out. “There was a Vicenz working with the Theren.”
“We haven’t seen them in—”
“Years. We haven’t seen them in years, Coldan.”
The Vicenz were worse than the Hith. Able to steal power. Use it for themselves. They were dangerous. We’d only encountered a few before, and all served the Trilan, the man who haunted my dreams.
“What does that mean for us?”
“Nothing other than what we already knew. We need to keep moving and stay ahead of the Trilan. Get to the north.” I glanced at Coldan. “We might have to take a different approach than we’d planned.”
He watched me, concern in his eyes palpable, but I had to ignore it. I had no choice but to do so.
“Why won’t you tell me more?” Shae asked, trying to get closer to me.
“I will share what you need as we go. More than that will make what must be done difficult.”
“She isn’t you. She’s experienced things that you could not have imagined at her age.”
I looked over at him. That he was right didn’t make it easier.
“You’re right.” Turning to Shae, I nodded toward the distant hillside. “The Vicenz are a different kind of power than even the Hith. Thieves of power. They use artifacts to draw upon others; they are parasites who control what others possess. If there’s a Vicenz involved, then this is about more than the Hith.”
We scrambled forward, moving as quickly as we could.
Coldan grunted. “What he’s not saying is that the Vicenz—and some of the Hith—serve the Trilan. A person of power that the Volatar has tried—”
“And failed,” I added.
“—to defeat for years.”
“That’s what we’re doing then?” Shae said. “Finding help to defeat him?”
“What we’re doing is trying to find a way for me to defeat him,” I said. “Failing that, then we have to hope the tu’alan will get involved.”
“Why wouldn’t they?”
I glanced behind us. We had time, but not so much. “Because they once told me they didn’t want to involve themselves in the mistakes of men.”
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HEVITH
HEVITH’S MOUTH REMAINED DRY, and it was difficult to open it and move his tongue. Brightness burned down on him, hot and painful. For a moment, he thought he’d passed beyond and stood for his judgment, but if that were the case, why couldn’t he see the gods?
Gradually it sank in that he had survived the attack.
He remembered it. The pain of it came to him all too well, though he wished he could block it from his mind. He’d lain in place throughout the night, and the brightness came from the sun shining down on him where he’d fallen. It was much brighter in the center of the yard than it was on the periphery, where he normally spent his time.
Could he move?
Everything ached. Taking a breath hurt. Moving his arms hurt. Trying to lift his head hurt. Even licking his lips hurt.
The man had damaged him badly.
A distant part of his mind wondered if he could use this pain.
Hadn’t he wanted to escape? The only way out of the yard was through death. At least as far as he had seen. If he were able to feign his own death, he might be dragged away.
But to where?
He didn’t know what they did with the bodies; he could be brought from the yard to someplace worse. If they buried them, Hevith wasn’t sure he was strong enough to dig himself free. If they burned them…
He had to move.
Better to move, get up if he could, and find his way back to his side of the yard where he could collapse against the wall and try to recover. Then begin his plan again.
Hevith lifted his head.
It took everything he had to do so.
Pain coursed through him, but he was able to get up. He tried opening his eyes, but they didn’t work the way they should. There was nothing other than the brightness burning through from sunlight he wasn’t able to fully see, though he knew it had to be there.
Move.
He dragged a leg forward. Starting with that, he tried again, moving a little. His leg scraped against the hard ground. Had his pants been torn? He remembered the ripping sound, remembered the way the man had torn at his shirt while trying to find the blanket, but had he ripped his pants too? If so, Hevith was in worse shape than he had known. No one got another set of clothes, and he doubted he would be the exception. The only way he’d be able to get more clothing would be to take it from someone else, the way his boots had already been taken. He wasn’t strong enough now for that.
Move.
It was like a voice at the back of his mind. Perhaps it was a voice, but he didn’t know whose voice it would be. Not his own, but perhaps the memory of Vard had stayed with him enough to remind him to keep moving. Hevith tried not to think of what had happened to the old soldier. He’d been abused on the journey to Yarshin, so he imagined that his suffering once in the city would be just as bad.
Hevith tried moving a little more, dragging another leg forward. Like the last, it scraped against the ground, though this was less painful. He didn’t know if that meant the leg was less injured than the other, or more.
A little farther.
He tried to pry his eyes open. There was a steady murmuring around him, a humming sound, but that had to be in his head. There had never been anything like that when he had been in the yard before.
The air had a coppery scent. Probably blood in his mouth. There wasn’t as much stench to it as he was accustomed to, though that might be only his imagination.
Without knowing where to go, he needed to be patient.
That was hard, but at least he’d moved a little. That would prove to the guards that he wasn’t dead. They would leave him until he was.
A whistle sounded, sharp and shrill.
The mealtime whistle.
He had no hope of getting into line, but without any food or drink, he wouldn’t last very long. He needed to get something so that he could recover, though no one would help him. That just wasn’t the way of the yard. The injured were left to their own.
Hevith crawled toward the sound of the whistle. He had that to focus on at least, and could use what he’d heard to guide him, though each movement was difficult.
There was a shuffling sound near him. Movement from others.
How close to the line had he fallen?
Without being able to see, he didn’t know if he was in danger of getting kicked by someone coming into line. Maybe the man who’d beaten him would discover he was still alive and attack again, though that would be unusual around mealtime. That was when most grabbed their food and stuck to themselves.
As he crawled, something grabbed him. He tried to cry out, but his mouth didn’t work the way it should. He turned toward whoever had him, moving his arms, but they were a useless weapon against anyone in his current state.
He felt movement. Someone dragging him.
Could it be the guards?
Maybe they had seen him crawling and decided he wasn’t well enough to remain in the yard. They might have decided that he was as good as dead. If so, he needed to prove he wasn’t.
Hevith tried kicking, but with one leg screaming in pain and the other numb, there wasn’t anything that seemed to work as it should.
“Easy,” a harsh voice said.
Hevith wanted to strike, to kick, but he couldn’t. His body didn’t work.
He was dragged forward.
The brightness faded a little, but not enough that he was able to make anything else out around him. The only thing he could really make out was the shifting of the light. The person holding him didn’t say anything more, or if they did, he wasn’t able to hear it against the humming in his ears.
Hevith was lowered to the ground. He didn’t fight. There was no way to fight. With his arms not working the way they should, his legs useless, and his vision little more than a smear of light, he couldn’t do anything.
“Drink.”
Something was pressed up against his mouth.
He stopped fighting. Warm liquid washed into his mouth, down his throat, and he swallowed, trying to ignore the pain with it.
Something pressed against his head and he jerked back.
“Hold still.”
Hevith struggled again, but there was more pressure on his shoulders, his head, and he couldn’t move away. Warmth pushed against his face, his eyes, and the throbbing there intensified for a moment before fading.
When it did, the shadows over his vision cleared a bit.
An older woman sat across from him, pressing her hands against his face, wiping with a scrap of moistened fabric.
She was cleaning him up.
“Hurts,” he said.
“Of course it hurts. You were beaten. Thirteen—that’s the one who got you—has a streak to him.” She lifted the scrap of fabric to his face again, dragging it across his eyes, and it came away covered in blood. His blood. She dipped it into a cup to rinse before dabbing at his head again.
Gradually, he was able to make out more than he’d been able to see before. He was on a side of the yard he hadn’t spent much time in. The place where the injured and infirm were. The air stunk here, the foulness of it more noticeable the longer the woman wiped the blood from his face, now clearing it from his nostrils.
“How bad?” he asked.
“Nothing broken, if Callah’s willing. You got lucky.”
She continued to dip the cloth into the water before wiping it along his exposed skin. Some places hurt more than others, and as she rubbed it along his arms, then his legs, he resisted the urge to cry out. She was helping him, so he would sit and let her.
“I’m not sure Callah is willing,” he muttered.
“Only because you don’t know Callah’s will. None of us do.”
The way she said it made him think of Mel, but as he looked at the old woman, that was where the comparison stopped. This woman was haggard, with long lanky gray hair hanging in front of her face. Dark smudges of dirt worked into the wrinkles of her skin. Her shirt was tattered and torn, revealing sunburnt skin along with more filth.
She took another cup of water and brought it to his lips, tilting it up so that he could drink. He did so more easily this time.
When she set the cup down, she dipped the cloth into the other, rinsing it off before returning to work wiping him down.
It occurred to him that to drink from one cup and to clean with another, she was offering him her water.
“Why help me?”
It was almost more than he could get out, but the more he spoke, the easier it started to become. His mouth was still dry and his throat hurt, but less than it had when she’d first dragged him here.
“I suppose the easiest answer is that Callah willed it.”
Callah again. So many believed Callah wanted them to serve in certain ways. That was what Mel had believed, though she had also believed that she could serve the others of her kind by not intervening when they were captured.
“I don’t follow Callah.”
“That doesn’t matter. Callah cares about all.”
She wiped at his leg and he tensed. Pain shot through him. And here he’d begun to think he had no sensation in the leg anymore. At least nothing was broken, if she was right about that. Without any severe injury, he would recover. It would be slow. Painful. But he might be able to heal.
“Does Callah let his people suffer?”
The woman didn’t answer for a while. “This place is hard. Unkind. It takes much out of us. Callah demands that we persevere.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I must,” she said softly. She pressed the cloth to his head again, and when she brought it away, fresh blood covered it. The old woman shook her head and tore a strip of fabric from her shirt, dipping it into the now dirty water before applying it once again to Hevith’s head. There was something almost gentle about the way she did it.
He fell silent as she applied pressure. This had been the part of the yard where he had never spent much time. Partly that was because there wasn’t anything he would be able to do to help the people here, but partly that was because seeing the suffering from the injured was difficult. Now that he was here, he wondered how many had suffered and been helped? There wasn’t any other part of the yard where others helped each other.
Not far from here was the section of the wall where he had previously spent his time. Looking across the yard, he found Karn sitting with his legs crossed over his lap. Was he looking in this direction? It was difficult to tell.
Knowing what he did of the other man, Hevith had a hard time thinking Karn would spend any significant energy thinking about him. With what he knew, the other man would view that sort of empathy as a weakness. Karn might not be one of the strongest within the yard, but he didn’t necessarily have to be. For Karn to have the success that mattered to him, he needed only to survive and let the others destroy themselves.
Eventually, the woman finished cleaning him and handed him the cup of water. Hevith took it and sipped at the water, drinking slowly. It was warm and had a bitter taste to it, but he knew better than to pass up water.
“What will you drink?” he asked, setting the cup down.
“You don’t need to worry about me. Callah will provide.”
Hevith shook his head. “Callah hasn’t fed you. Hasn’t fed any of you.” His gaze swept over the others around him, most injured, though there were several who were older like this woman. “How do you think Callah will keep you alive?”
“I have faith.”
She smiled at him and got up, stopping at several of the others who were lying near him, whispering something to them before moving on. Something about her was reassuring, though it was also surprising.
“She’s kept most of us going,” a soft voice near him said.
Hevith turned to see an older man sitting with his legs bent up beneath him. There was something strange about the way he sat, though he couldn’t quite place what it was that troubled him.
“Why would she do that here?”
“What else is she to do?” His gaze drifted toward the wall surrounding the yard. Guards patrolled up there, but they only rarely looked down. Only when there was noise, the sound of chaos and fighting, did the guards bother with them. “If she does nothing, they will have changed her.” The man sighed, looking toward Hevith. Faint silver in his eyes caught the light. “They’ve changed most of us, but not her. She’s stayed strong.”
Hevith glanced over at the older woman. Now she was helping one particularly old and frail man eat. It was the same as she’d done with him by helping him to drink. “What’s her name?”
“I don’t know what she went by before, but we know her as Mother. She’s cared for all of us at one time or another.”
Hevith looked toward the center of the yard. With the sunlight, it was easy enough to make out the stains on the ground. How many of those stains had come from him?
The man coughed. “There are times when nothing can be done. Had they lived…”
“Like I did?”
“We didn’t know. You were there a long time. Then you started to move.”
Hevith sighed. Had she not helped him, he wouldn’t have been cleaned up. He wouldn’t have gotten water. Eventually, he’d be able to eat again. Considering the nature of his injuries, he wasn’t sure that he would recover quickly enough to retake his usual place in the line, but perhaps that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he lived.
“How long have you been here?”
The man grunted. In that, he reminded Hevith of Karn. “Longer than I care to remember.”
“You don’t believe Callah has a plan for you?”
The man looked over at him. “As long as someone believes, that is enough.”
“Why?”
“What else is there for us but hope?”
Hevith stared at him a moment while trying to decide what to say. There didn’t seem to be anything that he could say, nothing that made sense. “What happens when they take that from you?”
“Then we become like them.” He nodded toward the men on the far side of the yard.
Hevith followed the direction of his gaze, and he saw the larger man who had attacked him and taken the blanket from him. He laughed with two other Firsters, but there was a darkness about him that Hevith could see even from where he was.
Could that darkness have arisen from a loss of hope?
He’d seen how men had changed. He’d seen men like Karn changed, doing what they thought was necessary to survive. And he’d promised himself that he wouldn’t become like that.
Yet the beating had taken something out of him. He had tried to hold on to something else, to believe that he would find a way out, but with each passing day and with everything that had happened to him, he couldn’t help but wonder whether that was possible.
One thing he didn’t believe was that Callah had a plan for him. Regardless of what they believed, there couldn’t be such a cruel god willing to let his people suffer if there was anything he was able to do about it.
They would have to do it for themselves. Hevith would have to do it for himself.
As he tore his attention from the men, he looked to the part of the yard he’d rarely spent time examining. There had never been the need before. Now that he looked over here, he saw something that he hadn’t identified before. There was a different sense than he had when looking at the other parts of the yard. Mother moved from person to person, checking on them, speaking to them, perhaps offering words of encouragement.
Mother looked over, almost as if she were aware that he was watching. A strange expression crossed her face, though it was one Hevith couldn’t fully make out.
Turning away, he looked over at Karn. The other man didn’t seem to be watching him. When he looked toward the far side of the yard, he found the larger man staring in his direction.
Callah might not have a plan for getting them out of here, but Hevith would have to find one.
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HEVITH
WHEN THE WHISTLE SOUNDED, Hevith hobbled forward. A woman named Thyn moved slowly in front of him, and he helped her make her way forward. She offered one of her toothless smiles at him as he guided her toward the line.
It had been several weeks since the attack. He’d grown stronger, but recovery from the wounds he’d sustained had taken longer than he had expected. Though nothing had broken, that didn’t mean he improved quickly. There were times when pain coursed through him even now, leaving him nearly incapacitated. Most of the time, he had nothing but a constant sense of achiness, a strange gnawing sort of pain that he had come to know all too well.
Every few days, the door would open, and several more people were dragged into the yard. Never many at a time, but always surrounded by three guards at a minimum. For the most part, the people took up a place near the back wall, away from Mother and her crew, and away from the Firsters.
Hevith hadn’t figured out any other way to escape. He had tried climbing the wall, and that had failed. He wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to climb now that he was recovering from his injuries. Partly that came from the duration of time he’d been prisoner. Not eating or drinking well had weakened him.
He suspected that was part of the intention.
There didn’t seem to be much else that he could do. The only way out of the prison yard would be when the gates opened to let new prisoners in.
There were always too many guards. Always too much of a challenge when that happened.
If he attempted to run then—and Hevith didn’t know if he had the necessary strength to run very fast—he would likely find three or more guards waiting for him. That wasn’t counting those who would be on the other side of the wall.
More and more, he came to the realization that he couldn’t do it alone.
How was he supposed to get help?
Mother and her people were too weak to be of much use. The others…
“Thank you, Hevith,” Thyn whispered.
The older woman could barely walk. For that matter, she could barely see. If she didn’t have someone like Mother watching over her, she wouldn’t have lasted more than a few days in this place.
Nearing the line, Hevith prepared to wait. Since his attack, he had stopped trying to hurry toward the line of food. Not that he would have been able to do so anyway, but there wasn’t a reason to. Water was never limited, and he had found that he always had enough food, even if it was a small amount. Had he been more accustomed to eating heartier meals, it might have been more of a problem, but he’d grown used to having an empty stomach.
A shout echoed back toward them.
There hadn’t been as much fighting over the last week. Some. Hevith suspected there would always be an element of fighting, given the conditions of the prison and the yard, but not nearly as much as before. Only a few men had died.
And it was always men.
As Karn had suggested, the men targeted by the guards were the weaker ones. They were left lying in the middle of the yard following the fight until their bodies were stiff. Hevith had always believed that no one other than him had gone to check on the injured, but he’d discovered that wasn’t true. Mother checked on each one as quickly as she could. Most of the time, she snuck out before the fighting was fully over, as if to learn whether there would be anything she could do for them. No others had been brought to the sick side of the yard, at least not others who had been attacked.
That didn’t mean others didn’t come.
Mother willingly took anyone who needed her help. There was one sickly girl who had to be in her twenties that she’d brought over, trying to feed and provide water to her, but it didn’t seem as if the woman wanted to be helped. Mother had worked with her, getting her to the point where she could keep going.
There was no expectation that she would get anything in return. The only expectation Mother seemed to have was that those who were helped would recover and help others. It was the way Hevith now helped Thyn.
Reaching their place in line, he helped Thyn take her bowl of food and cup of water, cradling them in his arms as carefully as he could while the older woman leaned on him for support. He offered her as much as he could, but balancing the bowls was challenging enough.
They hobbled over to the side of the yard where he’d taken to staying and he lowered the other woman to the ground, setting the bowl in front of her.
Hevith remained standing. He ate slowly, deliberately, taking his time as he went. There was no urgency to eating these days. Despite their general weakness, the Firsters didn’t have any interest in attacking them to take their food. Most of them didn’t have much in the way of clothing, either. Not that it would stop some of the men from trying something with them.
“How have you been feeling, Hevith?”
He turned toward Mother. She watched him with her dark eyes seeming to catch the sunlight, making the wrinkles around the corners appear deeper than they were. There was an intensity to the way she looked at him.
“Better each day, Mother.”
“That’s good. When you were first injured, I wasn’t sure how you were going to recover. Callah called me to help, but not everyone Callah calls me to can be saved.”
His gaze was drawn toward the center of the yard. No body lay there today. The last fight had been a few days ago and the body had been brought from the yard shortly after the attack, much sooner than usual.
“You still question Callah and his will,” she said.
He looked around, noting the guards, the locations of the prisoners, and the gate—always locked. “I’ve wondered why I’m here, so I suppose that’s questioning Callah.” He glanced toward the guards patrolling the top of the wall. The captain wasn’t visible, but Hevith knew he was there. He was always there. “If they care so little for us, why keep any of us alive?”
“Those are dark thoughts.”
They were, but in the time he’d been recovering from his injuries, he couldn’t help but entertain dark thoughts. The only thing that shone a light into those thoughts was thoughts of his family and how they might be suffering. There would have to be a way to get to them. The physical pain might be fading, but it did nothing for the mental anguish he suffered. He didn’t feel as if there was any purpose in his being here, yet the guards didn’t make any attempt to end him or the others. It was almost as if they wanted to keep them alive, but for what purpose?
If it was about what Karn suspected, and they wanted slaves to work the fields or other places, then why force them to wait here? Why allow those who were too sick or too old to survive?
“I feel like they’re taunting us,” he said.
“Perhaps they aren’t taunting us so much as they’re taunting Callah.”
“Why would they care about the god?”
Mother took a step forward. “What do you know about the war?”
“We tried to stay away from it. My parents moved us, trying to keep ahead of the fighting. My father said most places would welcome trade, so we wouldn’t have to worry.”
“And did they?”
He shrugged. “A little less each year, but…” Even the last few months had been different. The welcome they received was different. The towns and villages they stopped in still opened their doors to them, but many were a bit more reserved.
“Your parents must have known about the war to keep you from it.”
“They knew enough about it to want to protect us from it.”
“Us?” She turned toward him, pressing her mouth into a tight frown.
“My sister. She was lost when…” He still couldn’t talk about it. How could he when he could barely understand why the Hith had attacked them?
“I see.”
Hevith closed his eyes. It was all too easy to think back to those times, to remember the easy days he’d known when he’d traveled with the caravan, days when he had no fear of attack or where he’d find food next.
“Were you happy?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Happy enough. Traveling wasn’t always easy, but it was the life I knew.”
“You traveled your entire life?”
Hevith nodded. “My parents are—were—merchants.” It was hard to think of them in the past tense, but if they were attacked as part of the war, he had to let himself acknowledge that they’d likely been lost, victims to the war, the same as him. Whereas he survived to be tormented, perhaps their fate had been the kinder one.
Mother was silent for a long while. Hevith thought she might wander off, go and visit with some of the others, but she remained near him.
“The war has raged for a long time. Years. I was much younger when it first started. Most thought it would be over quickly, that powers on either side would balance out, but that proved to be a misconception.”
“I’ve never known why the Hith keep pushing forward. Land, I suppose.” That was what he’d always believed, though he didn’t know if it were true. Perhaps there were other reasons for the war.
Mother glanced over at him. “Perhaps it was land at first, but war was fought for the same reason wars are always fought. Fear. They fear what they don’t understand, and they fear power they don’t have.”
“Whose power?”
“Why, ours, Hevith.”
Mother smiled sadly and turned away, her gaze lingering on the soldiers marching along the wall.
Hevith looked up there as well, staring after them, trying to understand what she might see. Maybe there was nothing up there other than the soldiers.
There were questions without answers. That troubled him. They were held here, but it didn’t seem to be for any reason other than to torment them. To force them into frustration. And there had been plenty of that. In the time he’d been here, he’d lost track of how many people had died because they’d fought. Always the weaker one had perished. Never the one who instigated the attack. Other than Hevith.
“Mother?” he asked.
She was administering to a pair of older women lying on the ground, helping one to drink while whispering to the other. “What is it?”
“Why do they let us live? Why not simply kill us?”
“Do you think killing is simple?”
Hevith took a deep breath, looking toward the center of the yard. “It seems simple enough when they do it.”
“That’s because they do it from a distance. When you have to face a man, watch as his life fades because of your action, you might think otherwise.”
“Then why?”
Mother finished pouring some water into the nearest woman’s mouth and wiped her hands on her pants, turning to Hevith as she stood. “What do you see here?”
“I see the people here.”
“That’s the obvious answer, but what do you see?”
He looked around the yard before turning his attention back to her. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”
“Our people were once peaceful. That made us powerful. Callah rewarded us for that peace. Holding us here, forcing this violence upon us, has changed that. Has changed us.”
Hevith had seen that. “They force us to simply survive.”
“That’s a part of it. The fight for survival can turn even the kindest of men into animals. They change us through that, but they tear us away from something else. They take us from that which gives us power.”
Hevith looked over at her, smiling. “What power?”
She squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her lips together. Her face worked in a sense of concentration for long moments, but then that passed. When she opened her eyes, she shook her head. “Unfortunately, the kind of power I can no longer reach. That kind that let us oppose the Hith.”
“What was it?”
She smiled sadly. “A way of keeping our people safe. That’s why they hold us here, Hevith. Demonstrate the power they want, and they’d…”
“Let us go?”
“I don’t know what would happen. Only that we have yet to do what they ask of us.”
When she turned away, heading toward another of the injured, he watched as she worked. There was a determined sense to her, but every so often she paused, looking up at the guards. Hevith hadn’t noticed before now how frequently she did that. It seemed as if she paused regularly, almost as if she needed to look at the guards. There wasn’t anything they could do to escape, so why was she studying them in that way?
When night came, it did so slowly. Hevith couldn’t rest and found himself pacing along the wall, staring into the darkness, trying to avoid anyone who wasn’t with Mother. Her people wouldn’t harm him, but others in the prison wouldn’t make that promise.
At one point, shadows caught his attention and he hesitated.
The shadows came from farther along the wall.
Hevith moved forward. There was no reason for him to do this, but curiosity drove him. In the distance, the shadows lingered, a moving form that was out of place.
Were he in a better condition, he’d be able to move more quietly, but the injuries from the attack lingered. There was pain throbbing in his back and chest, and tiptoeing like this exacerbated that pain, making it much worse than it had been. Taking deep breaths caused a sharp agony to go through him, so he was forced to breathe shallowly. Even in that, he wasn’t able to be as effective as he wanted.
The figure moving made him uncomfortable, though Hevith wasn’t entirely sure why he would feel that way. There was something about the sneaking in the darkness that bothered him. Maybe it had more to do with how he’d been assaulted, the way he’d been tormented by the much larger man, or maybe it was that whoever was moving in the darkness headed toward where he had once slept.
It didn’t look like Karn. Not that there would be any reason to be concerned about Karn, but he didn’t want anything to happen to the other man. Karn wanted only to survive.
There was a suddenness to the movement, and then a grunt followed by a soft cry.
Hevith recognized those sounds. Fighting.
Hurrying forward before he knew what he was doing, he found Karn on the ground, getting kicked by the figure. A second man tore at him, ripping at his clothing and boots while kicking him over and again.
Why would they suddenly attack him? Had he drawn their attention? Karn was the one who had warned him against drawing too much notice, so he would have been surprised if the other man had made that mistake.
There wasn’t anything that Hevith could do. He was still injured from the last attack. His body hurt. Walking could be difficult at times. Even through all of that, standing back and watching was too hard for him. Vard might have tried to teach him caution, but it was a lesson Hevith hadn’t learned well.
Maybe this was one of those times Vard had spoken to him about. A time when he needed to use his edge rather than let it use him.
Or maybe he was too angry to care.
He threw himself forward.
Slamming into the first man—the one who did the kicking—Hevith rolled him to the ground. The man struggled, but he grabbed the man’s head and pushed it down. It slammed into the ground and he stopped fighting.
The other man—one of the Firsters—still tried to tear at Karn, ripping at his clothing. Karn groaned but he wasn’t moving, and he certainly wasn’t fighting. Hevith struggled to get out from under the now motionless man, but his leg was pinned. Attempts to drag his leg free left him throbbing in pain.
The Firster hesitated and turned toward Hevith. In the faint moonlight, a spark of recognition crossed the man’s face. It was the same man who had attacked him.
Thirteen.
“You. I thought you would have learned your lesson by now.”
He got to his feet, heading toward Hevith.
Hevith was trapped. The experience of the last attack was all too fresh in his mind, and as the man approached him, all he could think of was how the Firster would come at him again, the pain he would feel when the stronger man struck him.
He had to do something. And he had. He’d fought on behalf of Karn, to keep them from assaulting him.
Hevith struggled with his leg.
Then it came free.
Scrambling back, it quickly became evident that he wouldn’t be able to get away from Thirteen.
Hevith threw himself at the other man.
Thirteen seemed to have more knowledge of fighting techniques than what Hevith had gleaned from Vard, more like what he’d seen from the soldiers outside of Yarshin. What Hevith had was the ability to surprise him, much like he’d surprised the last. And he wasn’t about to let them keep beating on Karn. He’d been through too much already.
When he reached Thirteen, a boot caught him in the midsection. Hevith doubled over with sudden pain, but his momentum carried him forward and he crashed into the Firster. Bringing his knee up, he caught the man in the side and he forced his arm down on the man’s neck.
Thirteen was big. Strong. And he struggled.
Hevith fought with all the strength he could summon. There would have to be some way to keep this man from throwing him back. If he could keep his arm pressed down on his neck…
The struggling eased.
Hevith held on, continuing to squeeze. With each moment, a thrill began to work through him. He had done this. He had been strong enough. Because of him, they would leave Karn alone. Maybe now they would leave him alone. If he could be strong like this, he could go to the front of the food line and not have to fear hunger.
Hands grabbed him and pulled him free.
“Enough, Hevith,” a soft voice said.
“Mother?”
He blinked and stopped resisting. She pried him free and he got to his feet, wobbling slightly as he stood there, looking down at the man lying motionless. Had the fighting gone on much longer, what would have happened? Would the guards have fired at them?
“They were hurting Karn.”
“Let’s help him first, then.”
He nodded, reaching for Karn and helping him from the ground. He groaned with the movement and was heavier than Hevith would have expected. Between Hevith and Mother, they dragged him toward the other side of the yard, away from the isolation, and away from the attack.
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HEVITH
DAWN CAME SLOWLY. Hevith watched Karn most of the night, though there wasn’t much that could be done for him. He hadn’t been surprised when Mother had dipped into a stash of water she had on hand and began to administer it to him, letting him sip at it. Karn’s wounds didn’t seem quite as severe as what Hevith had sustained—the beating hadn’t gone on quite as long—but they were still serious enough.
As far as he’d been able to tell, they hadn’t gotten anything from him. Karn was still dressed in the same clothes, though they were a bit more tattered than before. They hadn’t even managed to get his boots free.
It was mid-morning when Karn finally opened his eyes. “What did you do?” Karn’s voice was hoarse and he coughed as he spoke.
“I did what I could to help you,” he said.
“Why?”
“You didn’t deserve it.”
“You don’t know what I deserve.”
Karn rolled his head off to the side and Mother arrived, helping him by lifting his head and placing a cup to his lips, letting him drink a little bit more. He fought at first but then acquiesced, drinking slowly.
“Rest,” she whispered, touching his head.
Bruises had started to form beneath his eyes. One arm was scraped but not broken. Hevith suspected he might have injured ribs, the same as he had, but he hadn’t asked yet.
Karn closed his eyes and his breathing started to slow.
“You need to help with the other two,” Mother said.
“Other two?”
She nodded to the far side of the yard. The two men who’d attacked Karn both lay there, neither having moved throughout the night. Hevith would have expected them to have come around by now. He hadn’t hurt them all that badly, and certainly not enough for them to still be motionless like this, but they didn’t appear to have moved.
“I thought the others would have helped them before now.” She motioned toward the far side of the yard where the Firsters congregated. None of them looked in that direction. “Come, Hevith.”
“They were the ones who attacked him. Me.”
Mother shot him a look. “And now they need our help. Are you going to refuse that to them?”
He wanted to refuse them any sort of help, but there was something in the way Mother looked at him that gave him no choice but to go along with her.
When they reached the far side of the wall, Mother crouched down next to the nearest man. He was the first one Hevith had thrown himself onto, pushing his head into the ground. He hadn’t seen the man up close before, but recognized him as one of the Firsters. Dirt caked into his thick beard, mixed with blood. His eyes were open and he stared up at the sky.
When Mother checked him over, starting by leaning toward him and listening to his chest, her mouth pressed into a tighter and tighter line. She reached his neck, pressing the tips of her fingers against it, before moving on and running her fingers against his eyelids, closing them.
Getting to her feet, she moved on to Thirteen.
“Is he…”
“Gone,” Mother said.
Hevith’s breath caught. All he had done was try to stop the fighting. To keep Karn alive. He leaned over, looking at the fallen man. As he watched, he didn’t see any sign of breathing. No steady rise and fall of his chest. There was nothing.
“This is my fault,” he whispered.
“It is,” Mother said. “Now you can help with this one.”
Hevith tore his gaze from the man he’d killed and hurried toward Thirteen. His eyes were closed, but he breathed.
“Help me.”
She slipped her arms underneath Thirteen, and Hevith aided her.
They half carried and half dragged him across the yard to where the others were. When they reached it, they set him down. Mother continued to examine him, running her fingers across his chest, over his arms, down his legs. With each movement, there was an additional squeeze of her lips.
“This one will be hurting for a while,” she whispered.
“I only did what I had to.”
Mother looked up. “Had to?”
Hevith nodded, turning toward Karn. “They were attacking him.”
“And they”—she flicked her gaze toward the guards manning the top of the wall—“wanted you to do this. Don’t let them win.”
She got to her feet and hurried off to a darkened section of the wall before returning with a scrap of cloth and another cup of water. How could she have so much water that went undrunk?
Mother dipped the cloth into the water and wiped it across Thirteen’s face.
“Why are you helping him?” Hevith asked.
“Why did I help you?”
“Because I was attacked.”
“After you attacked another.”
“If I wouldn’t have, they would have—”
“You don’t know what they would or wouldn’t have done. And it doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Not if we let them turn us into the animals they believe us to be. All that matters is that you find within you the truth.”
“What truth is that?”
“The truth only Callah can show you when you find that power inside yourself.”
She fell silent as she worked and Hevith stepped back, not wanting to get in her way. As she dabbed at the man, it seemed that his breathing eased a little. What would happen when this man recovered? Having seen the nature of his attacks up close more than once, Hevith had a hard time thinking he would suddenly be willing to help others, even those who had helped him. More likely, he would return to his previous ways.
Why not leave him where he’d been?
If they did that, then they were no better than what they were trying to stop.
Mother worked steadily, wiping at the man, running the cloth along his skin, along his arms, against his stomach, and then down his legs. With each wipe she made, it seemed as if his breathing eased more and more.
When she was done, she ran her hand along the side of his face, leaning close to him and whispering in his ear. Had she done the same thing to him? He didn’t remember, but then, his hearing had been off for a while after the attack, long enough that he hadn’t been able to hear clearly for days. Even now, there was an occasional hum. He barely noticed it most of the time.
Hevith settled to the ground, watching the man. He couldn’t look at the far side of the yard, where the man he’d killed still lay in the dirt. There was a part of him that thought he should—that he owed it to his victim—but he couldn’t.
“You should’ve let me be.”
Hevith looked over and saw Karn had crawled toward him. His face looked haggard in the mid-morning sunlight. “I couldn’t let them beat you like that.”
“Doesn’t matter. They do it then or they do it later. Eventually we have to prove who’s the strongest.”
“But we don’t.”
Karn grunted. “You still think you’re going to escape.”
“Yes.” Karn snorted and turned away. “And until I do, I’m not going to let them turn me into something I’m not.”
“You think you can stop that, too?” Karn looked across the yard.
Hevith found his gaze drawn to the dead man. He hated that it was, but hated more where Karn looked. “I did that to help you.”
“Did you? What about him?” He nodded to the other man now lying alone. He was breathing easier, and Hevith suspected that in time, he would come around.
He almost said that he’d done that for Karn too, but had that been the only reason? There had been a part of him that had thrilled at the possibility he could get revenge. When he had the man on his back and he was shoving his arm down, some deep part of him had been excited at the possibility that he would be able to keep him from hurting anyone else again.
“This place changes you. That’s what I’ve been telling you. You’ve got to be strong if you want to survive.”
“I want to do more than survive,” Hevith said.
“You want to be like them?” Karn looked behind him, toward the people sitting huddled together.
Morad, a thin man who spent much of his time working with Mother, spoke softly to Paulson and Trudy. Hevith knew the names of many of them, though not all. In the time since Mother had helped him, he hadn’t gotten to know everyone. The longer that he was here, the more likely he would.
“You don’t think I should want to be like them?”
“They won’t leave this place. They’re going to die here. They just don’t know it.”
“If you believe that, then you aren’t going to leave this place either.”
Karn grunted. “Maybe not, but you show them you’re strong enough, eventually they’ll have to bring you somewhere else to serve.”
“Like where you were before.”
“As I told you, it’s better than this place. There was more freedom. Food twice a day. Time for nothing but a man and his thoughts.”
Hevith didn’t say anything.
“You afraid of your thoughts?”
“I’m afraid of what I’ll become if I stay here too long.” As he said it, he realized that was true. He didn’t want to become what the guards seemed determined to turn them into. Animals. Less than human. And as much as he might try to fight it, he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to do so. He’d seen that he might be strong enough to knock down others who had hurt him, but what he needed was to find a different sort of strength.
“Time changes us all. We can only do what we’re asked to do.”
Hevith looked up at the guards. The captain paused at the wall, looking down at the fallen men, shadows somehow always around him. He stared a moment before raising his crossbow and pointing it at one of them. He fired, and the bolt sunk into the man’s chest. There was no movement, only a bit of blood that bloomed around where the bolt struck, soaking the man’s jacket.
“Should have taken his clothes before they did that,” Karn said. “Look at yours. Nothing more than tatters. Filth. At least you could take his boots. Get your feet covered.”
Hevith looked down at his feet. He’d been without boots for long enough that he no longer really thought much about it. The ground hurt his feet, but he was able to ignore it for the most part. “I don’t need boots.”
“You’ll need them when the weather changes.” Karn grunted. “I suppose you think the sun’s going to stay like this forever? What are you going to do when it snows?”
Hevith hadn’t thought that far ahead. What would he do? It was more than his feet that he had to worry about. If it snowed and he had no more protection than what he wore now, he doubted he’d last all that long. Snow might mean more water, but there wouldn’t be warmth. When he got out, he was going to need better protection.
“I don’t plan on being here when it snows.”
Karn chuckled, bitterness clear in it. “You’re not going to escape. That’s not going to happen here. Not going to happen if they bring you from here, neither. I’ve seen too many men think they can run. Not a one got away.”
“What happened to them?”
He nodded toward the guard holding the crossbow. “Same as what happens here.”
“I’m not going to let them do that to me.”
“Not going to let them? What makes you think you have control?” Karn turned away from Hevith and rested his head back on the ground, staring up at the sky.
Hevith looked up at the guards. He didn’t want to think he had no control, but perhaps Karn was right. What did he have a choice in? Not when he ate. Not when he drank. Even sleeping wasn’t something he had control over. He had slept fitfully ever since the attack.
Hevith circled around the yard, staying away from the Firsters, but as he passed them, he studied them. Most still had the bulk of muscle. They maintained vigor far better than others within the yard. They did so at the expense of others. What if Hevith could recruit them to help him?
He stared for too long. One of the Firsters—an older man with gray hair who stood near the back wall—stepped forward and watched him. Two others on either side joined him, and Hevith hurriedly turned away. It was a mistake to draw the Firsters’ attention. He already had done so more than he wanted.
As he continued to make his way around the yard, he smiled at a few of the people with Mother. He paused, crouching down and whispering a few words to Nels and Ifal sitting near the wall, before moving on and visiting with Ashal and Oland and Wesley, the three of them sitting quietly. They smiled at Hevith.
As he made his way back around toward Karn, the gate on the far side of the prison yard came open, letting a brief glimpse of the outside world into the yard. Each time it opened, Hevith stared, looking for a sign of where they were and what he might encounter if and when he escaped. Despite the helplessness he often felt here, he still searched for a way to escape, though he had no idea how or what it would take.
Flashes of trees were visible in the distance, though none of them were close enough that he could see them when the gate was closed. A wide clearing surrounded the prison. A cluster of people were shoved forward, all of them younger. They would be easy targets for the strongest within the camp.
Hevith had considered running when the gates opened like this, but the numbers weren’t in his favor. They never were. Too many guards.
If he could convince the newcomers to create a distraction…
Hevith looked them over. Three were barely more than children. Though he often felt young in the camp, they were young. Dirty, with already tattered clothing, the journey here had obviously taken a toll on them. One of the boys could barely walk, dragging his leg awkwardly. The others near him tried to offer support.
That wouldn’t last long here. Once they realized where they were and what they would have to do to survive, there would likely be no support for that boy. Would Mother help?
Hevith glanced toward her and noticed her watching. Likely appraising. Trying to decide what would be needed to help him.
One of the new prisoners was older. A part of Hevith surged with hope that it might be Vard, but the man was thin, bald, and had a hooked nose. Not Vard. That would be for the best. Hevith didn’t want him to end up here.
They continued into the yard, and one of them became clearer to him. There was something familiar about them.
For a moment, he feared it was someone from the caravans.
As they looked around, their gaze sweeping around the inside of the yard, his breath caught.
Hevith got to his feet.
“Don’t do it.”
He glanced down at Karn. The other man watched him, resting on his side with his eyes cocked partially open.
“Don’t do what?”
“You see something.” Karn rolled over, nodding toward the new prisoners. “Whatever it is will get either you or them in trouble. Best to stay here and say nothing.”
Hevith looked across the yard, everything in his body tense. Not only was the girl injured, her leg rotated awkwardly so she limped forward, but the others coming into the yard looked injured in different ways. Some had arms held against their bodies, while others had bruising, old and new, on their faces. None had escaped whatever brutality they’d faced on the journey here.
“Who is it, anyway?” Karn asked.
Hevith stared a moment longer, forcing himself to take a deep breath. “It’s the person responsible for my being here.”
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VOLATAR
THE DARKNESS around me was absolute. Refusing to reach for my stores of power, I had no choice but to let the darkness swirl around me. It was better than the alternative, and certainly better than having one of the Vicenz track us.
It had been days since we’d seen any sign of the Vicenz. We moved quickly, following the valley and trailing along the small stream running through the middle of it. Every so often, I thought I sensed a surge of familiar magic, but then that feeling faded.
“What do you detect tonight?” Coldan asked.
Turning toward him and Shae, I could barely make them out in the moonless night. Only a few stars twinkled overhead. Nights like this were the kind that I preferred. It made it more difficult for the Vicenz to catch us unaware. The Theren wouldn’t be able to navigate the darkness that well, either. All we had to fear were the Hith, and I thought I could detect them before them caught us.
“Nothing.”
“That’s good,” he said. “It’s been a few days since we got free of them.”
We’d been heading a different way than either of us had intended, though we’d been through that before. The journey had forced us in different directions.
“It would be better to know where they are.”
More than anything, I knew they were still out there. Regardless of how quickly we moved, the threat of the others following us remained, especially now that they knew what they were following, even if they didn’t know who.
“We can stay ahead of them.”
That was possible, though none of us really believed it. The valley bought us time, though it had been a dangerous descent to reach. From here, we were relatively safe—until we tried to move out. Then we would have to worry about getting caught in the middle of the war again.
“We both know that’s not likely.” I got to my feet, looking up at the sky, and breathed in the darkness and the crisp cool of the night. There was something magical about that as well, though it was a more natural magic. Reconnecting to the elaron would allow me to use that power, but with the risk of one of the Vicenz nearby, I had refrained from even trying.
They followed me as I wandered. None of us had been willing to start a fire, though the warmth would have been welcome. From above, a fire would be all too easy to track.
“You still need to rest. We can’t have you getting too tired,” Coldan said, stopping alongside me.
Glancing over at him, I saw a faint glowing behind him from Shae. It was barely more than a hint of color, enough that I was better able to make out her features in the darkness, but probably not enough that anyone looking from above would be able to see her. Probably.
“You should be more careful,” I said to her.
She flushed and the color tracing along her skin winked out. “I was just trying—”
“I know what you’re just trying.”
A fallen log blocked my way. It was difficult to make out in the night and had we not camped here as early as we had, I might not have been able to see it, but I knew that it was there, could feel it.
Perhaps Shae wasn’t the only one drawing on power we needed to be masking. The problem was that I knew better. She was still struggling to get a handle on her power and so couldn’t be faulted for losing that control. I was supposed to be the master, though these days I didn’t feel like a master of anything, and certainly not of myself.
“Come with me,” I said to Shae.
“Where?”
“Just come.”
Coldan frowned but said nothing.
We walked into the forest, only a short ways. “What do you detect?”
“Everything is too dark.”
“Not too dark once you can use the elaron. You will be connected to a different power, and you will be able to use that to control a different power. Light. For now, you might need a focus.”
A long branch blocked my way and I reached for it, pulling on it. I tried to focus on the elaron, thinking about that power, not expecting much, but it snapped free.
“What’s that?” she whispered.
I guided her back to the campsite. “I’m going to help you make your first staff. You can use it to channel the elaron. After a while, you won’t need it, but it can help. Maybe that way, you won’t draw attention to us.”
“Why haven’t you used one?”
“The staff isn’t my problem,” I said. “And I’ve tried.” I smiled at her and she looked down at the branch I held.
I started running my hand along the branch. It wasn’t the same as using fyrwood, but in this location, it was all we had. “You must shape it to yourself. Draw the elaron through yourself. As you do, you can begin to feel the power shifting. Changing.”
The branch shifted a little.
That was the first it had worked for a while.
“How?”
“You’ll feel it. You need to form your own staff. Use the power within you to do so. When you do, you’ll find that focus.”
“Come on. I’ll help you find your own branch,” Coldan said softly.
Taking a seat, I rested my head on my fist, staring into the darkness and breathing in the scent of the forest. It had been a night much like this that I had first learned some of the earliest lessons about the elaron. Had I not…
There weren’t many times that I thought about what would have happened had I not taken those first steps. So much had gone right for me to become the person that I was, though so much had gone wrong. These days, mostly it was wrong.
I continued working for a while in silence. The staff didn’t form quickly, but I did form something from it. Perhaps I should have attempted this a long time ago.
After a while, Shae settled down next to me but didn’t disturb my reverie.
In the coming days, I would need to be ready. Not only to have my mind prepared—cleared of any distractions, which meant I would have to push away everything else happening around me—but I would need my power to be ready.
Which would it be?
“What are you doing?” she finally asked.
I looked over. She held a narrow branch resting on her lap. Her staff. As she glowed, she ran her hands along the length of it. Power caused it to change. I doubted she was even aware of it yet.
“I’m trying to reach the Place of Knowing. I wasn’t able to recently…” It normally took more power than I had been able to reach.
Her eyes widened. “Coldan has warned me about that. He says it’s dangerous.”
“It can be,” I said, looking over at where he sat watching us. He didn’t say anything. “The key is focusing your mind. It has less to do with the elaron, but holding on to the power, you can find you are drawn beyond yourself. There’s power with it.”
“What do you do to focus?”
“The same as I once did to call the elaron.”
Taking another deep breath, I drew in the sense of the forest, trying to focus.
Would it work?
It involved the elaron, at least as far as I knew. When I felt the separation, I could feel some aspect of the ne’rash flowing through me.
Then I separated from my body into the Place of Knowing. It was easier than the last time I had done it. At least there was no fear that I would plunge to my death. The darkness pulled me up, carrying me away, drifting toward the night and the stars.
Within the trance, the power of the moon pulled on me. Though I couldn’t see it, I could feel it, could feed off that energy, and I could let that sense draw me up and into the night.
There was a calm to everything, and I focused on it.
Floating above the trees, I paused briefly to look down. I could see myself, but in this state, what I could see was different. Blurred, in some ways. There was a swirl of color around me that I hadn’t been able to understand. Ever since the threat of the Trilan appeared , that swirl of color had remained, a warning, though it was one I didn’t recognize. As a master, I should have understood, but even masters still had things they could learn.
Shae had a different energy around her. Ever since I’d been made aware of her, I had detected it. Thankfully, most of the time it was swirls of light, though there were times when I noticed a hint of something else.
Pushing away, letting myself be drawn higher into the night, farther from here, I focused on the darkness. My mind drifted, the night carrying me.
Coldan wanted me to rest and worried when I entered a trance like this, but he didn’t understand that this state allowed me to restore myself and uncover things I wouldn’t have been able to learn otherwise. I kept telling myself that perhaps one day he would see the way I did.
There was nothing out in the night other than the darkness.
The valley stretched north and south, running between two tree-lined peaks. We’d been lucky to have been able to descend where we had. Choosing another location would have been challenging—perhaps impossible without me helping more than I had.
The trance carried me south.
I had long ago learned not to focus on the direction within this state of mind. My conscious brain didn’t necessarily have the answers, but the deep parts of my mind, those ancient connections, knew things that I couldn’t reach. It was a matter of trusting that I could use that power and track it.
When I had first learned how to access this Place of Knowing, it had been a difficult challenge. I’d forced it, trying to push my way into understanding the nature of it, foolishly believing I knew more than those who had instructed me, but then, trust had always been difficult for me.
Wind whistled. I couldn’t feel it, though I was aware of the wind on a primal level. It was a part of the world, the same way the power I drew upon was a part of the world. Had I a better connection, I might be able to use the wind, but it had been a long time since I had enough control to be able to do something like that.
There was nothing else below me other than the forest.
I was aware of life down within the forest. Creatures wandered, though we hadn’t seen any sign of them in the time we’d been traveling through here. Every so often, we’d hear them or see prints marking their passing, but they steered clear of us the same way we remained clear of them.
If there was nothing to detect, I needed to return to my body.
Still, I was carried.
There was something more for me out here.
I should try stretching north, to visit the tu’alan in this form, but I knew protections around them made that impossible. Instead, I let the sense out there pull me. Resisting the urge to fight against whatever I detected, I let myself be drawn.
The night carried nothing but darkness, but even that had textures to it. Contours. Were I to focus more, I might be able to make out the nature of those textures, but then I was carried away, beyond anything that I might be able to determine.
I drifted, losing track of time and the sense of distance, though distance didn’t mean all that much in this place. Leagues could pass by in little more than a heartbeat, but then there were times when I needed to learn something and I would travel much slower. Control was only an illusion here.
Then the sense of what was out there drifted to me.
There was power, though I couldn’t determine the source of it. Could it be more Hith? That wouldn’t be surprising, though I didn’t think that was what it was. I would have been aware of the Hith even without heading into this trance. Not Vicenz. They would appear differently to me here.
Then what?
There was no sense of urgency, though curiosity left me wondering what it was that I came upon. Little danger could befall me here, though that didn’t mean I was completely safe. There were some who had enough control that they would be able to use this state against me. I once would have been able to. Holding someone here separated them from their body.
Neither Coldan nor Shae would know what to do. I’d not warned them of that possibility, mostly because I hadn’t used this place that often in our travels.
That was another mistake.
I still couldn’t tell what was out there below me.
The sense of movement slowed until I drifted at a snail’s pace. Whatever I was meant to learn was here.
I had only to figure out what it was.
Focusing on what was in front of me, I tried to get a better sense for what the Place of Knowing wanted me to discover. It was difficult to identify, and it was difficult to transition from allowing the trance to carry me to focusing and trying to find a sense of everything around me.
There wasn’t anything down below that drew my attention with much clarity.
In order to know what it was that I needed to learn, I would have to maintain my focus. Slow my mind. Find some way of using the elaron.
That might be the most difficult challenge for me.
For as much as I maintained the passing connection to the elaron, the ability to tap into that power and use it the way I once would have been able to was beyond me, especially separated as I was now.
The landscape below continued sweeping by, moving far more slowly than it had in some time. Whatever I was to learn was down there.
Taking a deep breath even though it would do nothing, I tried to focus my mind and gather myself to find the sense of peace around me. There would have to be something I could uncover if I were able to reach for that place within myself.
Slowly, it seemed as if that sense of power began to build within me.
When it came to the elaron, it was a matter of latching on to not only the connection within me, but that which existed in the world around me. That was the part that was the most difficult these days. I didn’t feel the same connection around me that I once did. That power came from those connections. It required me to be able to draw upon that which existed out in the world and find a way to bind it together. That was the lesson I’d been taught about the elaron.
The binding had been a challenge. War changed it. It had changed everything.
Still, that slow movement beneath me called to me, drawing me along. As I focused on what might be below me, I strained to understand if there was anything there that I might be able to identify.
Then it started to come to me.
It did so slowly.
At first, there was nothing more than the sense of the movement. That was the part of everything I thought I needed to understand—why this place, and why was there such slow movement? Then gradually there was something more that I was able to identify. Power, though not the kind of power we’d been chasing. This wasn’t the Hith or the Vicenz, the kinds of power I worried about encountering. Those kinds of power were dangerous to me, at least when I was vulnerable like this.
The sense of power that was down there came from that connection I’d been struggling to find. As I floated, I had a sense that were I to try to reach for it and understand it, I might be able to bind to it. Were I to do that… the elaron would be available to me.
Was that what this was trying to show me? That were I to focus, I might be able to draw upon the power of the elaron more effectively?
The muted sounds of voices came to me. They were quiet. Soft.
Songs?
It was difficult to know. Floating as I did in the darkness, and now separated as I was from the rest of my body, I wasn’t able to fully discern what was down there. The nature of the singing was loud enough that it pushed through the trance, pressing into my mind and giving me the opportunity to understand that there was something more taking place below.
Why the songs?
There would have to be some reason the trance would want to bring me here, but I struggled to find it. There had been a time when I would have understood, when I would have had far more control than I did now.
As I listened, straining against the darkness, I struggled to determine whether there was anything else that I might be able to identify.
The longer I listened, now basically hovering in place, no longer moving the way I once had been, the more it seemed to me there was some element of the song I was to try to understand. Even from where I was, floating as I did above the ground, there was a mournful quality to the music. It drifted through the darkness, through the layers that made sound so difficult in this place, and came to me.
Then something about that mournful song changed.
It happened gradually. There was a sense of power, then a sense of urgency, and then the song shifted.
No longer did it have the mournful notes that it had before.
Now there was something else about it. Not just the sad undertones, but one of sorrow, of pain, of suffering.
I had been around that enough lately that I understood it.
Pain had come.
It was strange to be aware of it in this distant sort of manner, almost as if it were something abstract rather than real, though the longer I listened to the sounds below me, the easier it was to know what was taking place. I could practically see it, though there wasn’t anything other than the darkness. It filled my mind the way an image would have, illuminating within my head, sharing the story and the suffering of these people.
Whatever was taking place below here was a sense of brutality.
That understanding came through everything else, filling me with the awful knowledge of what was occurring here. It left me angry, the ne’rash threatening to bubble up within me.
The elaron couldn’t want that power to emerge. They were opposites, different as night and day, but there were times when the power of one threatened to intrude on the other.
Such as now.
It was rare for me to be wrapped in the power of the elaron as I was now in order to reach this Place of Knowing, and to find the influence of the ne’rash. That was one benefit of reaching this state. It protected me, giving me a bit of a belief that I might be able to ignore the influence of that power.
Or perhaps not.
The song below me continued to build, the steady onslaught of pain. That was the only thing I was aware of. The pain. The separation. The way the war tore apart the bonds. It was enough to tear me from my connection to this place.
And as it did, I felt thrown free.
Movement returned, though this time, the movement sent me racing back toward my distant body. There was the sense of that body, of that nothingness, and I allowed it to carry me, to bring me back toward where I had been.
There was no point in fighting. It wouldn’t slow things, and there was a risk in fighting that I might disrupt the state enough to lose myself completely.
Darkness blurred past.
The movement happened quickly, violently, and it was much like the violence that those who had suffered from the war behind me had faced.
There was nothing I could do to resist.
Then I was back within my body.
Opening my eyes, I found Shae watching me. Her brow wrinkled in a look of concern and she cocked her head at a strange angle, watching me like a bird would watch its prey.
Coldan sat next to her, his gaze darkened. “What happened? You did it again.”
It. That was the way he referred to the Place of Knowing.
“I did. I wasn’t sure that it would work.” Looking over at Shae, I forced a smile. “I found my way back, but that’s a concern when you enter this space. You can lose your way. If you do…”
Coldan leaned close to me. “Why do this? You know we need you to be strong. If you push yourself too hard…”
“It doesn’t push me to use that kind of power. It helps.”
“How can it help? Each time you return, you have this look about you. It’s as if you suffer even more. It pushes you farther from what you’re trying to reach.”
“Do I look like that now?”
“You look like you want to reach for the ne’rash.”
Was that how I looked? “I’m fine.”
“You’re not. You saw something. You wouldn’t be looking like that if there was nothing.”
“That’s just it. I didn’t see anything. I heard something. I felt it. But I’m not even sure what it was or what it meant.” That wasn’t entirely true. The nature of the song had spoken to me, filling me with that understanding. I didn’t need to see it to know that it meant the war had progressed.
We had seen it ourselves. For the most part, we were able to stay ahead of it, though not entirely. The longer that we traveled, the greater the dangers we encountered. Not all of it was of the magical variety. Certainly that had its own threats, but they were the kind I was generally able to avoid. The war was a different danger. With enough time, it would reach us, overwhelming us. There were some things that even I wouldn’t be able to outrun.
“How far away is it?” he asked softly.
“I don’t know. I don’t have a sense of distance when I’m in that state.”
“But you think it’s close.”
I took a deep breath. Now that I was back in my body, there was the sense of the forest around us, the cool of the night. The darkness overhead, though the moon remained hidden. With enough time, I thought I might be able to draw on the power of the moon, though it would take the kind of focus I wasn’t sure I was ready for.
“It’s close.”
“Have we gone the wrong way?”
“We don’t have any other way we could have gone, considering where we need to reach.”
“We could use your—”
“No. Not that.”
He fell silent and I was thankful he didn’t push. I knew what he was getting at and the kind of power he thought we could use, but it would be dangerous, even if it would allow us to move more quickly than we had so far. It was the kind of thing I hesitated to do.
“If you say so.”
“I do.” Getting to my feet, I stretched. It felt as if I had been motionless for a long time. It could have been minutes or hours. The only signal I had that time had passed was the stiffness of my joints.
“Get some rest,” I told them.
“What about you?” Coldan asked.
Looking out into the darkness, I could only sigh. “I don’t need rest.”
“You do. We all do. And in the time we’ve traveled, you haven’t taken the time for yourself.”
I didn’t have to explain to him that I wouldn’t be able to rest until this was over. There wouldn’t be a way—or a desire on my part—until I knew we were beyond the war and I knew we would be safe.
Neither could know I was beyond help.
If I was sure of anything these days, it was that fact.



26



HEVITH
HEVITH PACED along the side of the wall, looking toward the center of the yard, trying to piece together as much as he could. He’d always had a mind for maps, but what he needed now was something more. Ever since the newcomers had arrived, he hadn’t been able to settle himself. A cool chill had begun to intrude on the camp. Most of the time, it came in the evenings, the temperature dropping more than it had before, leaving him wrapping his arms around his legs for warmth and struggling to keep comfortable. During the day, the temperature would warm back up and he would forget about the cold from the night before, as if ignoring it would make it less than it had been.
“You should talk to her,” Karn said.
The other man had begun to improve and had taken to pacing alongside Hevith. Hevith didn’t know whether he should welcome his presence or be annoyed by it. If he’d offer anything, it wouldn’t be such a problem, but Karn rarely spoke. “There’s nothing to say to her.”
“You said she was the reason you’re here.”
Hevith watched Alicia. She looked much the same as when he’d seen her last, though perhaps with a bit more bruising than before. Her hair was shorter, cut raggedly, and her clothing had been torn, but otherwise she was the same.
He was not.
So far, she hadn’t recognized him. In the days since her arrival, he had begun to wonder if she even would. Then again, it wasn’t like he’d known her for some great time. It wouldn’t be altogether surprising that she wouldn’t recognize him. What reason would she have to do so?
“She is,” he whispered.
When Alicia looked in his direction, he jerked his head away, not wanting to meet her gaze. Still, he stared out of the corner of his eyes.
“You can’t move on until you confront your past.”
Hevith turned to him. Karn leaned against the wall, resting his head back, his eyelids drooping closed. His mouth pressed into a thin line, his jaw working as if it were chewing at imagined food. “Like you have?”
Karn opened his eyes. “I’ve moved on. That’s why I can accept my fate.”
“I’m not willing to accept mine.”
“Because you hold on to the past.”
“I’m not letting go of who I was. I intend to get out of here.”
“And who was that? A boy who traveled with his parents?”
“I’m not a boy. I’m already—”
Karn didn’t let him finish. “That boy didn’t have an identity. Not yet. You have to grow. Become a man. Then you’ll know who you are.” Karn leaned his head back, sucking in a deep breath. “This is who you are. Best get used to that. If it takes you confronting the person responsible, then do it. Doubt you’ll have much time.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Karn briefly opened his eyes before looking across the yard. Hevith had a hard time following where he was looking until he realized the other man stared toward the far side of the yard, where the Firsters were.
“Means nothing other than she doesn’t have any way of defending herself from them. Look at her. She don’t even know she needs to defend herself. She’ll learn.”
“They won’t bother her. There are others they would prefer to harass.” If they did, there wasn’t anything she’d be able to do to defend herself. Karn was right about that.
“You don’t think they’ll pick out the first new young woman who comes? I know what they do for food. I can only imagine what they’d do for companionship.”
Hevith watched Alicia more carefully. “No one deserves that.”
The other man grunted. “Deserves? What makes you think anything here is what we deserve? Just stop fighting and none of this will be so hard.”
Then Hevith saw Thirteen. There was a time not that long ago when he wouldn’t have been able to imagine doing anything like he’d done to him. It was a time when he wouldn’t have believed himself capable of it.
Hevith headed away from Karn. His time with the man always put him in a dark mood, and it was one that he wanted to avoid. Then again, in this place, darkness was all around. The only place he could go and not see the same darkness was around Mother, but she had less and less time for him these days. Now that he’d recovered—or mostly recovered—she didn’t have much of a role for him.
When he neared Thirteen, the other man leaned against the wall, his eyes glazed as he stared distantly. He had been slow to recover. Hevith had a hard time feeling any sort of remorse for the man. It was because of Thirteen that he’d been beaten and nearly died. It was because of the others like him that they had to worry about what the Firsters might do.
He saw Hevith looking and something in his expression darkened. “Why did you help me?”
“Mother did.”
He glanced at Mother, who stood nearby, leaning over another of the injured. “You helped her.”
Hevith shook his head. “We’re all trapped the same. You Firsters might feel you’re different, but you’re not.” He looked across the yard where they were gathered, none of them bothering to look in this direction.
“We’re different. You can’t understand.”
Hevith took a step toward him. “Why attack? Why do what you do to the others here? What makes you more important?”
Thirteen said nothing at first, and it looked almost as if he’d drifted off to sleep. “None of this matters when winter comes. You’ll wind up dead like the rest because you don’t eat enough.” He coughed and looked up at Hevith, a flash of darkness again in his eyes. “When I’m better, I’m going back to my spot. If you get in my way again, I’m putting you down for good.”
Hevith watched Thirteen, a trickle of understanding coming to him. He was scared. The Firsters were all scared.
Of course they’d be scared. This was war. And they’d lost.
Did Hevith really think he’d be any different?
Turning away, he found Mother watching him. “You’ve been unsettled,” she said.
She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, sweeping her gaze around those she had helped. Most of them remained weak. Barely moving. The food they were offered wouldn’t be enough to allow them to recuperate quickly. It was lucky Hevith had recovered as well as he had, something Mother had remarked upon.
“It’s just…” He didn’t want to tell her what troubled him. Didn’t even want to admit that Alicia’s arrival had unsettled him in a way he hadn’t been before she’d come. How could he admit to that? It wasn’t that it even mattered.
“You’ve been watching that one,” Mother said, nodding. “You know her?”
“Not really.”
“No? The way you watch her tells me you do.”
“She betrayed me in Yarshin, but I don’t really know her.”
Mother frowned, studying him. “How could she betray you if you don’t know her?”
“The Nakum in Yarshin had captured her. I helped her escape, and then she betrayed me.”
Mother nodded slowly. “Have you never done something to protect yourself?”
“I don’t know that I would have done what she did.”
“Even to help those you care for?” Mother patted him on the arm. “I know you’ve lost much, Hevith. Think about what you would have done if it would have saved them.”
As he looked across the yard toward Alicia, he didn’t know the answer. Would he have done the same as her, had it come down to it? Would he have sacrificed another if it meant he might have been able to save his family?
Hevith liked to think he wouldn’t, but when it came down to it, he couldn’t deny that he might have been willing to take action that wouldn’t have made his family proud in order to save them.
“I don’t know how much longer I’m going to stay here.” It was the first time he’d mentioned his thoughts to Mother. Hevith wondered how she’d respond.
“You’ll stay as long as Callah needs you to stay. Callah has a plan for us all, Hevith. We might not be able to see it, but we are his Chosen.”
“I’m not like you. I’m not Chosen by Callah.”
“You might not have been from Darij or Fanr or Ith, or any of our ancient lands, but that doesn’t mean you’re still not Chosen by Callah. Have faith that he has a purpose for you.”
“I’ve never had faith like that.”
She smiled at him again, this time with sadness in her eyes. “Because you’ve never needed it.”
She patted his arm again and left him watching her while she wandered off to work with the others who required her help.
Hevith sighed, looking up at the wall, toward the guards. They seemed as if they ignored the prisoners, but he knew they didn’t. The moment there was a fight, they would turn their attention toward them. Target them. And then ignore them. The captain who seemingly relished killing the men who attempted to escape stood watching them, his gaze lingering on Hevith for a long moment.
He’d told Karn from the beginning that he intended to escape from here, but with each passing day, he didn’t know whether escape was even possible. It might be nothing more than a dream.
He’d considered the various possibilities about how he might escape, but there had been none that seemed effective. Anything that had been tried had failed. Men had died. The guards had returned to their stations. No one had done anything different. The prisoners had gone on, doing and saying nothing because there was nothing to do and nothing to say.
The longer he was here, the more he worried he would end up like Karn.
Hevith turned away.
When the whistle came for mealtime, he helped Marlena, an older woman who had injured her ankle during her journey to the prison. Many of those Mother helped had been hurt during the trip to the prison.
“Thank you for helping,” she said. She was shorter than him, and when she looked up, her deep blue eyes caught the sunlight, making them seem to sparkle.
“We help each other,” he said absently. In the time since he’d recovered from his injuries, he had learned that was the desired response. It was what Mother expected of him, and given that he wouldn’t have recovered were it not for her willingness to take him in, he felt he owed her that much.
“We do, but you’ve gotten well enough you don’t need to keep helping. Not all do.”
“They don’t?”
He looked over at her. That was the first that he’d heard of it. Marlena had been in the prison longer than he had, and with the kind of injury she had—a break that had never fully healed—he wasn’t sure if she would ever walk without support.
“Not all.” She nodded toward the front of the line where several of the Firsters shoved each other, struggling for position. “Chand once needed her help. Got better. Decided he wanted to return to fighting.” She shook her head. “Mother says she won’t help him if he ends up back in her care, but we all know that’s not how she works.”
“Why would she keep helping them?”
“They don’t know better. Not yet. Callah will help them find their way.”
“And if Callah wants them to kill each other?”
She pulled against him, stepping back and nearly falling as she looked up at him. “Callah wants to protect his Chosen. Sometimes it’s only through great suffering that we can find ourselves transformed.”
“Into what?” He looked down at her ankle. She could barely hold any weight on it, and he suspected that were he to let go, she would topple over.
“That’s not for me to know. There was a time…”
“A time when what?”
Marlena glanced over at Mother, catching her eye for a moment before turning back to Hevith. Something seemed to pass between the two women, though it wasn’t the first time he’d experienced that when it came to Mother.
“It’s nothing. Only a time before we were here. A time when we knew a different calling.”
“What sort of calling was that?”
Marlena sighed deeply. “There was a time when we were able to use our gifts more openly.”
“What sort of gifts do you mean?”
Her gaze flicked toward the guards. “The kind that meant we wouldn’t be their captives. The gift of Callah.”
Hevith frowned for a moment, unable to make sense of what she was saying. The only thing he could think of didn’t make complete sense. “Magic?”
“Not magic. The gift of Callah.”
“Why wouldn’t you use it now?”
“Mother fears doing so would harm us.”
“If it would allow you to get out of here—”
“There is no getting out of here. They are not the only ones watching.” Marlena looked up at the wall.
“Who else is watching?”
“Worse. Much worse.”
He waited, hoping she would share more, but she didn’t.
What could be worse?
The answer came easily. The Hith.
There had been no sign of the Hith, but that didn’t mean they weren’t here. There was the strangeness to the shadows. The darkness he saw at night. Could that be the Hith?
They reached the front of the line. By the time the Firsters had cleared, the line moved more rapidly. No one pushed and everyone was willing to wait for their turn. He helped Marlena, taking the bowl of offered food and one for himself before moving forward for the water.
As they turned away, one of the Firsters appeared in front of him.
The man was larger than Hevith, but like so many who had been in the prison for a while, he was thin and dirty. He stunk of filth, though Hevith suspected the same could and would be said about him. It had been far too long since he’d had a bath. Since his time with Mel, knowing the kindness of her hearth. The welcome of her home. The comfort of that food.
“Give me the bowls.”
Hevith looked up at the man, taking stock of him. Hevith had seen him interacting with Thirteen enough to know they were friendly—or had been. Now that Thirteen stayed with Mother, he doubted this man would give a second thought to Thirteen.
“You already ate. These are ours.”
Next to him, he could feel Marlena tense. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to for Hevith to know what she was thinking. Most likely she worried about what would happen if he challenged this Firster.
Most of the old and injured offered their food to the Firsters when they were challenged. Hevith had seen it often enough. It happened every few days: after the Firsters had decided they weren’t getting enough food, they would push for more. The easiest targets were usually those like Marlena.
“Give me the bowls. Both of you.”
Hevith flicked his gaze down to the bowls. His stomach rumbled. It had been conditioned to know when to eat. When the whistle sounded, he was ready. His body expected food. Going hungry…
He wasn’t about to go hungry.
Marlena needed him.
“You had your food. Let us have ours.” Marlena’s voice was soft, weak. It was the kind of voice that would only serve to empower a man like this Firster.
The man grabbed for the bowls in Hevith’s hands.
Hevith jerked his hands away, twisting so the man grasped at nothing more than air.
His momentum carried him forward, and Hevith stuck out his foot, catching the other man’s leg and tripping him. He tumbled, rolling off to the side.
Hevith pulled on Marlena, guiding her away.
“I don’t know that you should have done that,” she whispered.
“I wasn’t giving him our food.”
“We can always survive another day without food.”
“And how many days like that do you think we can withstand? How many times do you think we can go without eating? Eventually it will catch up to us. We need to keep our strength up too.”
He looked over his shoulder. The man was getting to his feet.
Hevith hurriedly helped Marlena to sit. When she was down, he took her bowl, setting it next to her alongside of his. “Watch these a moment.”
“Hevith—”
He turned just in time.
The Firster darted toward him. He was large, weakened from his time in the prison, but he still moved quickly. Hevith approached carefully, spreading his arms out to the side to try to keep the man from looking at Marlena or any of the others sitting with her. They didn’t deserve to have this man attack them.
“Listen. You should go back to the others. We don’t want any trouble.”
“You don’t want to live.”
The man lunged.
Hevith slipped off to the side, trying to trip the man as he did.
He had mostly healed from his injuries, but there were still parts of him that didn’t react as they once would have. His heel got caught as he tried to spin, dragging on the ground.
Hevith stumbled.
The man was there, dropping onto him.
He stunk.
That was the first thought that went through his head. There should have been others that came to mind, but that was what he went to first.
Bringing his knee up, he tried to catch the man in the groin.
And missed.
The man knew how to fight. More than that, he knew how to pin Hevith to the ground so that he couldn’t fight. He was held there, trapped, trying unsuccessfully to move. He struggled, swinging one leg around, trying to get free, but his leg didn’t connect with anything.
The man lifted him briefly before slamming him back down to the ground.
It knocked the wind out of him and Hevith struggled to catch his breath, knowing that if he couldn’t, he wouldn’t be able to fight him off effectively.
The lessons Vard taught came to mind, lessons that had shown him what he might need to know to fight off someone larger than him, but also what Karn had suggested: patience. Outsmart and outlast them. He needed the control Vard wanted of him, and to keep focused to plan.
Could he do both?
His breathing recovered.
It took a moment to react, but when he did, he brought his arms down with a sharp movement designed to separate the man’s grip from his shoulders.
It caught the Firster off guard.
Hevith twisted, swinging his knee around.
As he did, he contorted in such a way that he was able to wrap his leg around the man’s throat and pushed with everything that he could.
The man grunted, tossed free.
Hevith rolled over, trying to get up, but something ached within him. He hurt from everywhere, his body throbbing from the effort.
The Firster recovered faster than Hevith had.
His fist came around, catching Hevith in the side.
Hevith dropped down, throwing his weight on the man.
There was nothing calculated about the movement, nothing other than his attempt to free himself, but what he wanted was to keep the Firster from striking him again.
Vard’s voice drifted up into his mind.
Keep control.
The Firster kicked at him.
Hevith sat up, pressing down on the man with one arm, the other poised to strike.
As he did, he remembered where he was and what would happen if he continued to attack. He might be able to end the fighting, but the guards would fire. One of them would be dead.
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” he said breathlessly.
The Firster continued to try to get up, to throw Hevith off, and he clung to him, attempting to keep him from doing anything more.
“If you keep fighting, they’re going to fire.”
The man slowed.
“I’ll let you up. Go back to the others. That’s all you need to do.”
The man nodded.
Hevith started to loosen up.
It was a mistake. The Firster used that moment to kick.
Hevith went staggering back.
The Firster got to his feet, looking around the yard. His gaze went up to the guards, and Hevith followed it. He hadn’t bothered to look at the guards, and hadn’t bothered to see what they might do, but predicting their reaction wasn’t always easy. Most fights ended with one of the people dead, but not all of them.
The captain stood with his crossbow aimed down toward the yard.
At Hevith.
As the bolt streaked free, Hevith dove out of the way.
He lay for a moment, trying to determine if he’d been struck, but it didn’t seem as if he had. There was no pain other than the throbbing in his chest from where the other man’s boot had struck.
Someone moaned behind him.
Hevith rolled over to the side, looking behind him.
Marlena lay back, covered in blood. The crossbow bolt meant for him, the one he had dove away from, had missed its target, but the guards still had their kill.
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HEVITH
IN THE DAYS since Marlena’s death, Hevith had a hard time. He hadn’t been able to so much as meet Mother’s eyes, not that she had made any attempt to connect with him. She hadn’t banished him from her side of the prison yard, but that didn’t change the emptiness and isolation he felt.
It had been his fault Marlena had died.
All he had to do was let the damn Firster have their food. She had been right. They would have been able to survive another day without food. There had been plenty of days when they hadn’t eaten, so another wouldn’t have killed him. Instead, now it had killed her.
The Firster had left Hevith alone after that.
There was a part of him that wished the other man wouldn’t have. That wished he would have a chance to fight him again. The man deserved it for what he had done.
When the whistle for the meal came, Hevith stayed along the wall, letting the others go first. He didn’t feel as if he belonged, and certainly didn’t feel as if there was anything that he could do or say. The others didn’t want or need his help.
It was time for him to make his break from the prison, but getting free was going to involve more than just him.
The challenge would be how he could get the others to assist him.
He thought about what Marlena had said, the mention of the gifts of Callah. Could they help? As he looked at those who relied upon Mother, he couldn’t imagine them being strong enough to fight and resist the guards, but if they had magic…
Perhaps that wasn’t going to be enough.
What of the Firsters?
Hevith doubted he would have any way to involve the Firsters in any sort of escape, though he believed they would want to escape.
And then there was the group he had been part of before he had been drawn into Mother and those with her. They weren’t the Firsters, and they weren’t the infirm.
They might be the key.
The only way he could imagine getting free would be to rush the gate when it opened to let new prisoners in.
That involved sacrifice.
There was no way to do so without losing some of the people with them.
Hevith didn’t see any way around it, but if they waited here, how many more of them would die? When winter came, how many would be lost to the elements?
They would have to do it soon.
When the line had formed, that was when he started forward.
He held back, waiting while the others moved through, staring at the ground. He didn’t bother to look up. He couldn’t.
Eventually he reached the head of the line. Over the last few days, he’d ended up last in line many of the times, and wasn’t surprised when there was very little of the stew for him. Nothing more than the dregs remained.
He took what was offered, along with his cup of water, and headed back toward his place along the wall to take a seat. He didn’t look up at anything until a shadow moved in front of him.
Mother stood in front of him. Somehow, she never looked quite as ragged and dirty as the others in the yard, almost as if she saved some of her water to clean herself. Hevith doubted that was the case. He’d seen the way she saved her water for others who needed it, even if she always seemed to have more than what she would have been able to hoard on her own.
“You’ve moped for long enough,” Mother said.
Hevith paused between bites. “Moped?”
She crouched down so she could look him in the eyes. “I know you’re young, but in this place, you don’t get to act young. Marlena died. It was their fault.” She nodded toward the guards. “Not yours.”
“She wanted me to leave the Firster alone.”
“And you wanted to protect her.”
Hevith looked down. “I wanted to protect the food. She needed to eat. We all do.”
Mother was silent long enough that Hevith looked back up at her. “She suffered a long time.”
“That doesn’t mean she deserved to die. I didn’t want that to happen to her.”
Hevith swallowed back the lump that formed in his throat. It was more than just that she didn’t deserve to die. The food kept them alive, but it was never enough to get stronger—not without doing like the Firsters did and stealing from others. Because of that, she was always going to remain weak. Frail. And he suspected she knew that, which was probably why she had been willing to let the Firster take the food.
“I’m sure you didn’t.” Mother’s tone softened as she settled to the ground in front of him.
“Who was she before she came here?”
It was something no one really talked about. Not even Mother talked about what she had been before coming to the prison.
“Does it matter?”
“I’d like to remember her.”
“The same way that you remembered the blanket you took?”
Hevith squeezed his eyes shut a moment before looking up. “I took that because the man had been willing to die for it.”
“Geraln. That was his name. The blanket belonged to his daughter.”
Hevith nodded. It made sense that Geraln would cling to the blanket the way that he had then. “What happened to her?”
“The same as has happened time and again during the war. They were separated. All he had was her blanket.”
“Did you know him?”
“Not as well as I should have.”
“You couldn’t have saved him.”
“No. Not after the guards were done with him. There wasn’t anything I was going to be able to do for him. He hadn’t forgotten where he came from, though, and he never forgot how Callah asked him to serve.”
“It was just a blanket,” Hevith said.
“And it was just food.”
Hevith breathed out heavily, sighing. “My sister carried a blanket like that. My mother made it when she was little. The stripes… they reminded me of her. That’s why I picked it up.”
“Holding on to the little things is all we have. In this place, that’s all they give us.”
“Who was she?”
“A teacher. Marlena worked with those who Callah had blessed the most, guiding them toward their calling.”
“A priest?”
Mother shook her head. “Not a priest, not exactly.”
“You call yourself Chosen by Callah.”
“And we are.”
“Then you must feel she was a priest of some sort.”
“Callah provides…” She frowned, and Hevith wondered if she would even answer. “Something more to those who are Chosen.”
“More what?”
“More potential.”
Hevith looked around the inside of the prison yard. “It doesn’t look like there’s much potential here.”
“Not that kind of potential. Another kind.”
“Like power. Magic.” Hevith would have laughed, but he’d seen the way the Hith had attacked. He knew there was power in the world. “Like the Hith?”
“Not quite the same.”
“If there is some sort of magic, even if it is not like the Hith, then it could be used to help us escape.”
“It doesn’t work like that.”
“Why not?”
“Because Callah does not permit it.”
“Callah doesn’t permit it, but he allows his people to remain trapped, imprisoned by the guards and their Hith masters?”
Mother stared at him for a moment. “I wonder if Callah would…” She shook her head. She studied him, her head tilted as she did, almost as if she could see something. Finally, she locked eyes with him and held his gaze for a long moment. “You have decency within you, Hevith. I saw that when you picked up Geraln’s blanket. There’s something more, though. A darkness.”
He turned his gaze away. That had been with him as long as he’d known. His temper, as Vard often said. His mentor had wanted him to learn to control it, to suppress it, but there were times when he wasn’t able to do so.
“That part of you could be a strength, or it could be a weakness. It depends on how you let others influence it. And they will influence it. You have seen what happens already. Others will take what you give them, and they will twist it. Whether it’s the guards and the way they force us to fight for survival, or whether it’s the Firsters and their willingness to fall into the trappings of this place, to let it change them. You can choose to either remain the person Callah meant you to be, or you can let them change you.”
Hevith glanced over at Karn, who leaned against the wall. There wasn’t much to do in the yard most of the time, and he leaned back, looking around. He had started to isolate himself again, growing more distant over time. Eventually, Hevith wouldn’t be surprised if Karn returned to his place on the far side of the yard, alone.
As bad as things were, having a connection to someone, even if it was with those who were sick or older, had given him a sense of place within the prison. There was more of a sense of community.
“The person I used to be wouldn’t be able to survive here,” he said. “If I didn’t change, I wouldn’t survive.”
“I never said you shouldn’t change.”
Hevith looked over at her, frowning. “I thought you said I had decency I shouldn’t lose.”
“That’s not the same as not taking your experiences and learning from them. Everything you go through, everything that you experience, will change you in some way. It must. That’s why Callah challenges us the way he does. It’s a test, you see. He wants to know how we will respond.”
“Then I’m failing.”
“Are you?”
“I’ve fought. I’ve hurt others. I’ve killed. And another died because of me.”
“You have done what you could to protect others. You wanted to remember for Geraln. You wanted to protect your friend.” She glanced at Karn, a darkness passing briefly across her face, then over at the Firster section, to which Thirteen had returned. “And you wanted to help Marlena. You’ve done all of that because of your decency. Or another reason. Perhaps that is why Callah tested you.”
Hevith didn’t know what other reason there might be, only that he couldn’t imagine his father letting others suffer such hardship without helping. Perhaps that was why he reacted the way he had.
“I don’t know if I will pass,” he said softly.
Mother smiled sadly. “We aren’t the ones to determine whether we pass. That is up to Callah to decide. You must choose how to react in the moment, and how that will impact you moving forward. You have to decide if the edge within you will be one that separates you from the decency that lives there as well, or whether it will be a spark to something greater. Only you—and Callah—can know that.”
She watched him a moment longer before getting up and making her way to the others.
Getting to his feet, he paced a moment, looking around the inside of the yard. The Firsters were quiet. They had been that way for the last few days. There had been no additional fighting, just brief arguments for position in line. Nothing more. Eventually, that would change and the fighting would return. The cycles would continue. The time that he’d spent here had proven that to him.
Why, though?
Hevith watched the way Mother worked from person to person. He wasn’t the only one here she had a brief chat with. Perhaps Marlena wasn’t the only one who had been a priest of sorts outside the prison. Mother didn’t like to talk about herself, but he saw it in the way she worked with everyone. There had to be something like that in her past.
His gaze kept going back to the Firsters—and to Thirteen.
He wanted to understand.
He started around the yard, moving slowly and carefully. As he neared the Firsters, he realized that Thirteen sat near the edge. Before thinking about it too much, Hevith moved toward him.
Thirteen glared at him. “Don’t think I won’t fight you.”
“I know you will. You’ve proven that enough times.”
“What do you want?”
“Not to fight.”
Thirteen sneered at him. “If you don’t want to fight, then why are you coming over to me like this?”
“A question.”
Thirteen looked around. Hevith wondered how that looked to the other Firsters. Would it diminish Thirteen in their eyes?
“What question?”
Hevith hadn’t been sure that Thirteen would even answer. They’d fought, and both had been injured. Both had recovered, as well. Thirteen had returned to the Firsters the moment his strength had come back, something that didn’t surprise Hevith, though he would have liked for him to have seen the error of his ways.
“Why are you here?” Hevith asked.
That wasn’t what had really brought him over to Thirteen, but it seemed to fit.
“War brought me here.”
“War… you were a soldier.”
Thirteen’s eyes narrowed. Not that he had been a soldier. In his mind, he still was.
“How were you captured?”
“Probably the same as you.”
Hevith started to smile. “I doubt it. I was in Yarshin and betrayed. Was that the same?”
“The Yarshin part was the same.”
Hevith frowned. That surprised him. “I lost my parents. My sister. Everyone I knew.”
Thirteen pressed his lips together. “I’ve lost my share.” His gaze drifted to the other side of the yard. Toward Mother. “Not that they see that. They want to make us think we’re someplace other than a prison.” He fell silent, then a darkness returned to his eyes. “What do you want?”
Hevith sighed. He wasn’t going to get through to him. “I just wanted to know why you fight.”
“You fight or you die. There’s no other choice.”
Hevith looked at the other Firsters. Despite other prisoners coming to the yard, their numbers never increased. Maybe they had as many among them as they wanted.
“You could—”
Thirteen lunged to his feet. “What? Help you? What do you think I’m going to do for you?”
“Nothing, I guess.” He started to back away but paused. “Remember that you’re alive because of me.”
Thirteen glared at him again. “I won’t forget.”
Hevith turned away and headed to his side of the yard again and took a seat, staring across the yard at Thirteen and the other Firsters. If only the prisoners in the yard would work together, they might be able to escape.
Not the Firsters, though. They didn’t want to work with anyone.
The next day passed as slowly as the others, and when the whistle blew, Hevith helped a woman named Ursanna into the line. Mother watched him, nodding as she helped another person into the line.
“Thank you, Hevith,” Ursanna said.
She was probably the same age his mother had been, but she looked far more frail and weak. Time in the prison had sapped her strength. Her hair had thinned, and her clothing was little more than tatters, though it was no different than so many others in the prison.
“What did you do before we came here?” he asked while they waited.
She let out a heavy sigh. “That don’t matter anymore.”
“Why not?”
“All that does is make me think of what used to be.”
“This place can’t take who we are.”
“This place takes away hope. That changes us. It’s changed me.”
Ursanna was about a head shorter than him, and as he kept his arm around her waist, he could feel ribs jutting out. He’d been losing weight during his time here, but not as much as Ursanna.
“You don’t want to think about who you were?”
“Only in my dreams,” she whispered.
“What do you see?” When she didn’t answer, he prompted her again.
“You’re going to make me remember what I don’t want to remember,” she said.
“My family used to travel different places. We were merchants. I loved the unknown, the travel, looking ahead to the next town. My father kept everyone with us safe.” There were parts he hadn’t loved, but he was to have been a wagon master in time, just like his father.
“How did he keep you safe?”
“Heading north.”
“Why north?”
Hevith shook his head. “There was a place in the north he wanted us to reach. A place where we could put the war behind us. Safety.”
“That sounds… nice. I’ve known the war so long, I don’t remember what it was like before it came to my homeland.”
Hevith glanced toward Mother. How many others experienced the same?
How many had only known war?
“What was your village like before the war? Is that what you dream of?”
“Not the village. We lived outside it. Close enough to walk in a day, but far enough that we could farm without seeing anyone if we chose not to. That’s what I see. The fields. Wide open fields of wheat blowing in the breeze. The sun shining down on it, reflecting off the gold.”
“It sounds beautiful.”
“It was. Hard work at times, and what I thought my challenge would be. Nothing more than that. It was enough of a challenge.”
They reached the front of the line and Hevith helped Ursanna with her bowl and cup, taking his own along with hers. For the first time in the last few days, he had more than the dregs of stew remaining to him. Not as much as what he’d once had when he had positioned himself closer in line, but perhaps it didn’t matter.
When the sound of footsteps came from behind him, he spun, ready for something.
There was nothing other than Mother walking Tremon, an older man with a bad limp, toward them. She arched a brow at him and Hevith smiled tightly, trying to steady his hammering heart, but failing.
“Thank you for helping,” Ursanna said.
“And to you for sharing.”
“It doesn’t do any good to think back to what was, Hevith.”
“I don’t know. I feel like I need to remember. We can’t let the war claim us.”
“And there are times when I feel like I need to forget.”
She started eating, scooping her food from the bowl, quickly, not looking up at him as she did.
Hevith settled nearby and ate, looking around as he did. Others near him would be like Ursanna, seeking to forget what had happened to them, the darkness they had experienced, preferring to remain empty.
Hevith didn’t want to forget his sister. He wanted to remember her. His parents. Others in the caravan. Losing those memories was something he feared.
The longer that he’d been here, the easier it was to begin to forget. He tried to hold their faces in his mind, but in the months since he’d seen them, their features had begun to fade. Would time eventually take away all but the haziest of details?
By the time night fell, he was still troubled. He tried to ignore what worried him, to think of happier thoughts, but failed.
A voice cried out in the darkness.
Hevith tensed.
It wasn’t common for there to be cries in the night, but they did happen at times.
The sound came from a different part of the prison yard than he would have expected. The north side was a place where those who weren’t the Firsters or the injured spent most of their time. It wasn’t a place where he would have expected an attack.
The sound came again. A whimper.
The night was otherwise still and sound carried easily.
Hevith got to his feet.
The others on this side of the yard were quiet. Most were sleeping, but not all.
He glanced around. There was no movement.
Again, the sound drifted toward him.
Starting around the outer edge of the wall, Hevith moved as quietly as he could, wanting to know what had happened.
He passed the section of the yard where he once had spent his time. Karn opened his eyes as he passed, looking over at him and shaking his head.
Hevith ignored him.
There was no point in paying any attention to Karn. The other man thought only of survival. Only of himself. That wasn’t going to be Hevith.
There was no additional sound. The yard was quiet.
He couldn’t shake that soft whimper. It had sounded so sad and frightened. He had heard enough fear in his time here that he didn’t want to hear anything like that anymore.
Slipping along the wall, Hevith stepped around the next grouping of people. Most of them were sleeping, though a few looked up as he passed, watching him. They were a mixture of ages, some old and others young, none of them as weak or injured as those he had taken to spending his time around. Most of them followed the Firsters into the line. Hevith recognized some he had once followed—or moved in front of.
There was no sign of what had triggered the whimpering.
There had to be something here.
He hurried forward.
The farther he went, the more he saw with their eyes open. He had to be getting closer.
Why was he the only one going to investigate? Probably because they knew what had happened. Their not doing anything probably meant that whoever had been responsible was dangerous.
He should go back to his side of the yard, settle back into quiet. He should stop trying to risk himself.
The memory of the whimpering came back to him. He couldn’t ignore that sound any more than he could ignore when they had attacked Karn.
Clouds nearby parted for a moment. Moonlight shone down, giving him a chance to see a darkened figure lying on the ground. Someone crouched over them, a hand cupped across their mouth.
Frightened eyes were all Hevith saw.
He could do nothing. It was safest.
But doing nothing meant that this place would have changed him. It meant that he would have become something he didn’t want. It meant that he would only be thinking about survival.
That wasn’t what he wanted. That wasn’t who he was.
He darted forward.
He slammed into the figure, throwing them off.
They were solidly built. A Firster, then. They didn’t have the same stink as so many others in the yard did.
The man grunted and Hevith brought his knees up and around.
It caught the man in his midsection and he groaned.
Hevith ignored it.
He lifted the man’s shoulders, slamming him down.
The key when fighting with the Firsters was getting them to stop fighting. He had to end this as quickly as possible. Keep whatever had been happening from continuing. Scare them. That didn’t mean he would have to lose control, and it didn’t mean he would have to fight until the man was dead. All he needed was to stop them from fighting.
His opponent was strong.
Hevith struggled, continuing to fight, attempting to pin the man down. If he could choke him out, he might be able to keep him from getting back up. Then Hevith could leave him. The man would be able to stay here until morning, and then maybe he would think twice before he tried attacking again.
When the man squirmed beneath him, Hevith brought his knee around, catching the man in the chest. He pounded again and again. The fighting slowed.
It gave Hevith a chance to slide his arm up and under the man’s chin.
The fighting eased.
Hevith took a moment to look at the attacker.
His heart almost stopped.
Not a Firster.
A guard.
The clean-shaven face should have been the first giveaway, but it was the cloak and spice of soap that made it clearer.
The guard locked eyes with him.
Hevith remained frozen, uncertain what he needed to do.
If he let the man get up, he had little doubt the guard would find a reason to target him. He would end up with a crossbow bolt in his chest. Likely he wouldn’t even see it coming.
The alternative was killing him.
When he’d killed before, it had been by accident. This would be doing something intentional.
Didn’t the guards deserve it?
If anyone did, it was them. They were all too eager to target the prisoners, always picking on the weaker ones. Taking them out so that only the stronger—usually the Firsters—remained. And they did so almost gleefully.
He couldn’t let the man get up again. Doing so would mean his fate would be sealed.
In the time that he’d been debating, he’d eased up pressure on the man’s neck without meaning to.
The guard struggled, and with a violent heave, he threw Hevith off him.
Hevith lay there, dazed. A part of him knew he needed to get moving. To get up. To do something.
He couldn’t.
Terror filled him.
It was terror at what he might need to do. Terror at what had happened to him. Terror at the thought of the guard targeting him.
The man lunged toward him, then fell to the side.
He kicked once, then fell motionless.
Hevith stared a moment before looking up. A figure stood with a long object in hand—a sword. They pointed it at the guard. Blood covered the blade.
His gaze drifted to the figure’s face and his breath caught.
Alicia.



28



HEVITH
HEVITH COULD BARELY MOVE. The fallen soldier remained motionless next to him, but considering the blood streaming from the blade in Alicia’s hands, he doubted he would get up.
A part of him knew he needed to get moving. Lying here would only lead to something worse happening to him.
“Thank you,” Alicia whispered. She set the sword down on the fallen soldier and backed away. “You didn’t have to help. But thank you.”
She didn’t recognize him. After the time that she’d been in the yard, she still didn’t recognize him. And here he had thought that all of his staring had only drawn attention to himself.
Hevith started to sit while she continued to back away. “Alicia.”
She tensed. “How do you know my name?”
Hevith glanced around. The others on this side of the yard had yet to get up. At least he understood why they hadn’t helped when she had been attacked. With a guard involved, intervening would have meant their own suffering.
“I met you in Yarshin.”
“Yarshin?” she whispered the name. “That’s not… oh.”
Hevith watched her. “You remember.”
She glanced down at the sword lying on the fallen soldier and it seemed as if a debate warred in her eyes, as if she were trying to decide whether she needed to reach for the blade.
“I only did what I thought I had to do to save my family.”
“I understand.”
She tipped her head to the side, studying him. “You do?”
Hevith got up, lowering his gaze to the fallen soldier. They would have to do something with him or risk retaliation from the others. There wasn’t a good way to hide a dead body. Most of the time, they didn’t even try to. The guards would come in after it, marching through the yard to claim it.
The moment they discovered it was a soldier would be the moment they would be targeted. How many would die then? What would the captain do to them then?
“Not at first,” he said, grabbing the sword and wiping it on the fallen soldier’s body. “But I think I do now. I know what I would have done to help my family.”
Maybe not what she had done, but he didn’t really know. It was possible. If it could have brought his family back.
“What are you going to do with that?” She eyed the sword.
“We have to move him. And I’m not going to leave a sword lying around for one of the Firsters to grab.”
“Why do we have to move him?”
“If they see the body, they’ll send others in after him. Maybe not at first, but eventually they’ll come for him.” He glanced over his shoulder at the people clustered on this side of the yard. It was hard to know how many were still awake and how many had drifted off. “Will any of your people help?”
“They aren’t my people. I came here with some of them, but…”
They were no better connected than any other part of the prison. That didn’t surprise him. Hevith doubted even the Firsters would support each other if it came down to it.
“Help me move him.”
“Move him where?”
Hevith scanned the yard. Where could they move him? “We can’t leave him here; otherwise the guards are going to blame you and these others.” He glanced at his side of the yard. Mother would help. She would have to. “I’ve got a place we can bring him.”
Alicia hesitated. If she didn’t help him, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to move the fallen guard. The man had been heavy. Solid, unlike those they starved within the yard.
“I can’t move him by myself.”
“I’ll help.”
Hevith slipped the sword into his pants, not really wanting to set it down but also not wanting to get cut by the blade. Grabbing the guard under his arms, he lifted the man, waiting for Alicia to grab his legs.
The guard was heavy. Together, they carried him around the people lying quietly. A few looked up but hurriedly closed their eyes when they saw him looking in their direction. None really wanted to be noticed.
When they reached Karn, he wasn’t sure what the other man might say. He flicked his gaze from Hevith to Alicia, shaking his head slightly before closing his eyes again.
“You could offer to help,” he whispered.
“Not with this. Now you’re the damn fool.”
“Not my fault.”
“You chose to get involved.”
“If I wouldn’t have…” He didn’t know what to say or how to finish. He knew what the guard had been trying with Alicia, though he didn’t know how much time he’d had with her. Long enough.
They continued around the wall. By the time they neared the injured side, his arms burned from the effort.
“Set him here,” he whispered.
Hevith positioned the man near the wall, setting him on the ground along it. Alicia stood, glancing to the far side of the yard.
“You can go back.”
“I…”
“I understand. You can go back. They’ll help me.”
“Why would they help?”
“Mother will probably say it’s a test from Callah.”
Her eyes widened and she took a step back. Her legs got tangled and she stumbled, falling to the ground with a muted cry.
Hevith inhaled deeply and turned, ready to go and look for Mother, but he didn’t need to. She appeared in front of him, as if separating from the darkness.
“What happened?”
Hevith glanced at Alicia. “She was attacked. I went to see what happened and—”
“And you attacked another man? I thought you learned your lesson the last time, Hevith.” She glanced over at him. “I’ll see if there’s anything I can do for him.”
“There’s not,” Hevith said as she crouched down near the fallen soldier.
Mother moved her hands along the clothing and suddenly stopped. “This isn’t a prisoner.”
“No.”
She stood slowly, turning in place. “Why would one of the guards be here?”
Hevith nodded to Alicia.
She had gotten back to her feet and backed away, but suddenly stopped when Mother’s gaze fell on her. “It’s my fault. I… I thought I might be able to get out. I told him I would…”
Mother stared a moment before shaking her head. “I’m sure you did. You thought you might be able to trade a favor for favors.” She breathed out. “You wouldn’t be the first to think that, though you would be the first to have one of them take you up on the offer.”
Hevith looked over at Alicia. “You wanted him to come for you?”
She lowered her gaze. “You don’t understand.”
Hevith started forward, but Mother grabbed his arm.
“Decide what you’ll do with that edge of darkness,” Mother whispered.
“We’ve got a dead guard,” Hevith hissed. “Because she promised him something. Then when he came for it, she—”
“Chose for herself.” Mother looked toward Alicia. “It’s not for us to decide. She was tested by Callah.”
Hevith took a calming breath. She was right. “When they learn of him, they’ll come down here and…” It was the “and” he didn’t want to think about. They would attack. Many would suffer. Die.
He had thought he was doing what he needed, that he could help someone. And it had ended in disaster. Again.
“We can mask him,” Mother said.
“For how long?” Hevith looked over to Alicia. “Once the body starts to rot, how long do you think we can keep it hidden?” That said nothing about what would happen if any of the other prisoners spoke up. How many others would be like Alicia, thinking they could curry favor by revealing what happened?
The guards didn’t offer favors like that, at least not that Hevith had seen, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be those who would try.
“Give me time to come up with the answer,” Mother said.
He wandered along the wall until he reached Karn. The other man sat up, watching Hevith.
“Realize you made a mistake?”
“I was helping.”
“Help only gets you killed. Think for yourself. Protect yourself.”
“Had I done that, you would have been killed.”
Karn grunted. “Maybe. Or maybe they would have been dead either way.”
Hevith shook his head. Had he not intervened with Karn, he knew what would have happened. The man would have died.
“There’s a dead guard.”
“I saw him.”
“We have to keep the other guards from knowing about it.”
“Not going to be able to keep that secret for long.”
“I know.” It meant he was going to have to escape soon. How, though?
“Which is why you shouldn’t have gotten involved.”
Hevith couldn’t argue with Karn about it. There wasn’t anything he could say that would dispute what the other man said. “I shouldn’t have gotten involved. Is that what you want me to say? You were right?”
Even as he said it, he didn’t believe it.
“What’s she going to do about it?” Karn asked softly.
Hevith looked down at Karn, surprised that he would even be asking. “She says she’s going to try to hide the body. Not that she would be able to do it. I don’t know how you can hide a fallen guard from the others.”
“They might not know.”
“How couldn’t they know?”
Karn shuffled to his feet. “Did the girl say anything more about it?”
Hevith shook his head. “She said all she needed to.”
“You blame her for it.”
“I blame her for a willingness to do whatever she had agreed to do.”
“She wanted to survive. That’s all there is to it.” Karn grunted again. “She’s strong.”
Hevith shook his head. “Now you respect her?”
Karn shrugged. “I’ve told you that you’ve got to do whatever it takes to survive. Whatever it takes. It doesn’t always look pretty. Sometimes it’s dirty. Ugly. But if it lets you survive…”
“What are you like if that’s what you become?”
“Alive, that’s what.” Karn frowned. “What did your friend see?”
“I didn’t ask.” As Hevith glanced from Karn to the far side of the yard, following the direction of Karn’s gaze, his frown deepened. “Why?”
“Just a thought.” Karn stretched his hand out, tracing it along the wall as he started toward Mother.
Hevith hesitated a moment before trailing after him.
“Where are you going?”
Karn shook his head.
“I thought you only wanted to survive. Why get involved like this?”
Karn glanced in his direction. “I’m not getting involved.”
“Then what are you doing?”
The other man shuffled forward. “Looking for an answer.”
They reached Mother as she and three others were trying to arrange some sort of concealment around the body. They arranged scraps of fabric, stacking it around the body, but even that wouldn’t be enough to keep it completely hidden. Eventually the smell would be noticeable.
“Where is she?” Karn whispered.
His voice was harsh and too loud against the night.
Mother looked over, glancing from Hevith to Karn. “What is it?”
“Where’s the girl?”
Mother shook her head. “There’s no reason for you to be involved, Karn. You may return to your rest.”
“Where is she?”
Mother frowned. “What do you want with her?”
Karn ignored Mother, turning away. He began searching along this side of the yard, and Hevith followed him. He didn’t see Alicia, and she hadn’t gone around him back to the other side of the yard, so he suspected she was still here, though he didn’t know where.
Then he saw her.
She stood in the middle of the yard, outlined by the faint moonlight. There was little light tonight, especially with the clouds covering the moon, but enough that he was able to make out the way she stood with her hands clasped behind her back, turning in place and looking up at the guards.
Hevith started toward her, but Karn got there first.
When he reached for her, she jerked away and started to back toward the opposite side of the yard.
“What did you see?” Karn demanded.
She looked from Karn to Hevith. “Don’t…”
Karn raised a finger to his lips, hushing her. “What did you see? You had to see something with him.”
She shook her head, eyes wide. It reminded Hevith of the way she’d appeared when he’d knocked the guard off her. “I didn’t see anything. Look, I don’t know what you think I might do—”
“I don’t care what you did. What I want to know is what you saw.” He lowered his voice, glancing toward the main entrance to the prison. “The door never opened. If it had, I would have known. What did you see?”
Understanding washed through Hevith. That was what he was after?
If Karn had been watching the door, could he be plotting a way out without telling Hevith?
Not from what Hevith had seen of him.
“The guard had to get down here somehow. He didn’t come through the door.” Hevith scanned the inside of the yard. “We’ve not seen them come in any other way.” And when others had tried to escape, they had done so thinking they had to scale the wall. What if there was another option?
Could the guard have revealed a different way into the prison?
“I wasn’t paying attention,” Alicia said.
Hevith frowned. “How many times did he come to you?”
“That’s not—”
“How many?” Karn snapped.
His voice was too loud. Their standing in the center of the yard at this time of night would draw attention. They needed to be careful, to avoid having suspicions raised too soon.
“You need to keep it down,” Hevith said.
“She needs to tell us what she knows.”
“She doesn’t know anything,” Alicia said. She shook her head. “I wasn’t paying attention to that. I was trying to stay alive.”
Karn grunted and threw his hands up in frustration.
“How many others came to you?” Hevith asked.
She looked toward him, her jaw set. “Now you want to get into shaming me?”
“I just want to know how many were involved. If it was just the one…” They wouldn’t be able to use that. One wouldn’t be enough for them to determine anything more. If there were others, though, it was possible they would be able to wait for the next guard to enter. Not a long time, but maybe long enough that they would find a chance. That was all he needed.
“There were others,” she said softly. “Three of them altogether. One of them was with me on the way here. The others came after we got here. Tonight was the first time he came.”
That explained her reaction. She hadn’t expected him.
“How often do they come to you?”
“Most nights,” she whispered.
Hevith could only stare.
Most nights?
He hadn’t even known. The darkness in the yard hid enough that he wasn’t sure he could have known, but he still thought he should have been aware that something had been happening.
Had Mother known?
Given the way she seemed connected to everything that happened in the prison, he thought she would have to have known. And she hadn’t done anything.
It was Alicia’s choice. With the guards coming to Alicia, Mother wouldn’t have been able to stop them anyway.
“We need to be ready,” Hevith said, looking at Karn.
“No.”
“You’re the one who came out here looking for answers. Now that we know what’s been going on—”
“Just what do you think you know? She’s been working with them. No one knew about it. They’ve been sneaking into the yard.”
“I thought you wanted to know how so you could fight back,” Hevith said.
“Fight back? I wanted to know so I could stay out of their way when they came. Don’t need to draw their attention in any way.”
Hevith could only shake his head. “If we know they’re going to come to the yard at night, we can wait for them. Ambush them. Then…”
“Die,” Karn whispered. “You’ve seen it. I know you have. She might not have enough experience here to know what happens, but I know you do. Damn fools are the only ones who think to try to break out. When they do, they”—he nodded toward the guards at the top of the wall, though Hevith couldn’t tell if they were paying any attention to them—“use it as an excuse to kill as many of us as they want. This is war, Hevith. They’re going to kill us one way or another. Don’t need to give them an excuse.” Karn shook his head. “Now that I know what they do, I’m going to be extra vigilant at night.”
Karn started away. Hevith watched him go, wishing there was something he might be able to say to compel him to stay, but maybe Karn was right. Hevith had seen what happened to those who thought to challenge the guards, to challenge their fate. Was he willing to risk that?
As he looked around, the yard darkened, the different factions all sitting around—all waiting.
Karn was right. This was war.
He’d hidden from it his entire life. Protected by his father.
Now he would have to be active.
They would all have to be more active.
Would the other captives help?
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VOLATAR
THE AIR SMELLED STALE. That was the first sign that something was off, though I couldn’t tell what it was. Not yet. Only that there was a strange odor hanging above everything. We’d been going for a while, the landscape shifting and becoming hillier, even the vegetation becoming thicker, the farther north we went. From what I could tell, we still had a few weeks until we were near enough that we could find the tu’alan.
Shae stayed near me, faintly glowing. I’d been warning her to stop holding on to her power for the last few hours, but it had done no good. Not that I expected it to, and not that I could blame her. There was a sense of power over everything that put us all on edge. Even her makeshift staff hadn’t helped her as much as I’d hoped.
Neither had mine.
She’d done well learning more control over the last few days. I had done well teaching, such as it was.
“Do you smell that?” she whispered.
“I smell something. I’m not sure what it is.”
She tipped her head back, extending her long neck. Her lips pressed together as she concentrated, and I wondered if she knew how much power she called upon when she did it. A surge of pale light exploded along her skin. Were it not daytime, she would have revealed herself. Even in the daylight, she might have revealed herself. The type of power she pulled could be detected by more than just me.
“They’re out there,” Coldan said.
“I know.”
And we had to keep moving. The small town of Ihran blocked our way. We could try to work our way around it, but Ihran took up most of the valley, making getting around it a difficult proposition.
I’d been dreading finding this city the last few days but had hoped the signs of the war hadn’t reached it yet. Now that we were closer, I could smell the influence of the war and the nature of the magic expelled here, even if I couldn’t tell how long ago it had been used. If we were lucky, it would have moved past here by now, giving us the opportunity to get to safety. If we were lucky.
Our experience so far had been anything but lucky.
Beyond Ihran would take us into ever more unfamiliar lands.
“Calm yourself,” I instructed, though it was as much for me as for her.
“How?”
“You have to focus your mind. Times like these will be the most difficult. You have to find that focus within yourself, a way of holding on to that power, and not letting it consume you. You must control it, not the other way around.” I felt as if I were saying the same thing to her over and again, but I didn’t blame her for how difficult it was to control her power in times like these. When emotions got high was when it was the most challenging to hold on to that control. It was why I struggled with my power now.
“What do you use to focus your mind?”
I glanced over at her. She stared straight ahead, the worry on her face creasing her brow. Every so often, she would absently run her hand through her dark hair, though I doubted she knew what she was doing.
“I’ve always used a trick I was taught as a child. It works for me, though I don’t know if it would work the same for you. Everyone is different.”
“What trick is that?”
“A song.”
I started to sing, softly and haltingly, Coldan watching and listening.
I rarely sang the song aloud anymore, and it sounded strange to do so now, with that sense out there in front of us. I tried to ignore what I could of Ihran, though it was difficult to focus on anything other than what I detected.
There had been a time when I had needed to sing this song to myself in order to find the necessary focus to harness the elaron. Perhaps it would help now, though focus wasn’t generally my problem these days. What I lacked was something else.
As I finished the sad melody, Coldan watched me. “Why does that song work for you?”
I breathed out, pushing away the nostalgia threatening to flood through me from the song. “There’s a connection to it from long ago. Like I said, it is a trick, nothing more. You’ll have to find your own trick.”
“How did you find yours?” Shae asked.
“Mine was through necessity.”
“What necessity?”
“My torment.”
I forced a smile, though I didn’t feel much like smiling.
The strange smells from Ihran reminded me of that torment, as well.
“We should keep moving. Once we get through the city, we should be able to travel faster.”
“What if they’re still inside the city?”
“They probably are.”
They being the unknown. Neither of us knew what would be there, only that there was likely something. There hadn’t been any sign of any specific attack over the last few days, but that didn’t mean the Hith, Theren, or Vicenz hadn’t moved ahead of us. I thought it likely that they had.
When I started forward, dragging my new staff with me, Shae hesitated before following. She still had a hint of pale light along her skin, but it was faint enough that I doubted anyone would notice unless they were looking for it. If they were, then it wouldn’t matter. They would find us regardless. Her staff glowed along with her, far more formed than mine had become.
The road headed straight toward the gates surrounding the city. The entirety of this side of the city was walled, leading to the massive sloped mountains on either side. Anyone coming from those directions would have a difficult time approaching, though it wouldn’t be impossible. With enough power—and the kinds of things I detected suggested there was enough power here—they would be able to broach the city from the mountains.
Perhaps that was how they’d been attacked. They had believed themselves safe, but there was no safety, not with the kinds of powers that were out there these days.
We were the only ones on the road. We had been the only ones on the road ever since descending to the valley, other than what I had detected when entering the trance days before. I wondered if perhaps I should do so again now, though I doubted I would be able to uncover anything more than what I could tell by heading into the city. Besides, it didn’t change what we needed to do. We had to get through. Then to safety for Shae, whatever it required of me.
“We shouldn’t do this,” Coldan whispered.
“Would you rather us climb?” I pointed to the mountains on either side of the city. Ihran was situated in such a way that it would be nearly impossible to climb around it from the valley. Descending down into it might be easier, but that would still be challenging.
“I would rather be on the other side of it,” he said. “The way this has us penned in…”
“I know. We need to get around it to keep moving north.”
When we reached the wall, I looked up, expecting to see soldiers or signs of something, but there was nothing. It was as if the city had been abandoned.
The gates were closed.
Pushing on them did nothing, though I hadn’t expected that it would.
“Now what?” Shae asked.
Taking a deep breath, I glanced along the wall. Up close, it was much easier to feel a sense of the enormity of it. The wall was massive, stretching nearly forty feet overhead. The people of Ihran had wanted security, and as the place had once been an outpost situated between lands that had warred for decades, that made sense. If only that was the war that still mattered.
“Perhaps there is another way.”
I started along the wall, doubting I would find anything that we could use to gain entry, but searching nonetheless. When we reached the slope heading up toward the mountain, the sheer rock rising overhead, I stopped. The other way would likely be no different.
“Can you do anything?” Coldan asked.
“No.”
“You can. You won’t.”
“Anything I do will be detected.”
“More than what’s already there?” he asked.
The ne’rash might work—with the destructive energy I could summon, I suspected I would be able to force our way inside, but at what cost?
There was another possibility.
“Watch over me.”
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“Just watch over me.”
I settled to the ground and rested my back along the wall. As I strained, there was silence around me. I embraced that, pulling on the power within me as much as I could.
Would I be able to reach it?
I needed to.
There was a faint sense of power deep within me. I could find it.
I grabbed it.
Breathing out, I pushed off into the Place of Knowing.
And floated.
Rising above my body, I moved quickly. I would find what I needed and then return. I didn’t like the idea of leaving Shae and Coldan—or my body—in this place for all that long without knowing what we were dealing with.
As I drifted above the wall, I held on to my focus, trying to direct myself as much as I could. It was times like these that I wanted to regain a greater control, but I had not managed to do so.
Slowly, I drifted along, letting the sense of my desire carry me.
The city appeared empty, though that might not be the case. It might simply be that I couldn’t see anything in this form.
Instead, I focused on the gate. On whoever might still be guarding it.
Moving slowly, steadily, I drifted.
Then I found a sense.
It was faint—which meant non-magical.
That sense carried me toward someone, and I pushed outward with a sense of my desire. Open the gate.
Influencing anything in this state was difficult, partly because I wasn’t able to use the power I possessed with any real strength.
Open the gate.
I had no idea if it was even going to work, but I continued to push outward, letting that sense flow from me and toward whoever stood guard at the gate.
What if there was no one even here?
I could sense something, some presence, but I wasn’t sure if I would know if there was a response or not.
Then I felt it. Movement.
Shifting my focus, I held on to the sense of my body.
My mind drifted, and I was dragged back toward my body, back toward where I sat with Shae and Coldan watching over me.
Then I returned.
When I opened my eyes, I knew something was wrong.
There was power around me.
Shae cried out. Coldan grunted.
The transition took a moment, and it was time I didn’t have. In that time, I lost a connection, that sense of everything within me, and I wasn’t able to hold on to that focus.
Coldan shouted something, but I couldn’t make it out.
All I heard was a pained sound from Shae.
Anger filled me.
In that moment of disconnect, I felt separated from the elaron entirely. In that moment, searching desperately for something to hold on to, to bring myself back into my body and to gather enough power to help my friends, I grabbed what was closest at hand.
Then exploded that power out from me.
The ne’rash surged, washing away from me. The blast of power erupted and I did nothing to guide it or control it.
Blinking my eyes again, my vision cleared.
Three figures lay motionless around Shae. She was bent over, her body twisted, glowing—and too brightly.
“Are you hurt?” I asked, looking over at Coldan. Where was he?
I found him uninjured and let out a sigh of relief.
Shae slowly stood, shaking her head. “I’m not hurt. They came as soon as you went away. I felt them and tried to move you but I couldn’t do it quickly enough. Coldan tried getting you to come around, but—”
“You wouldn’t be able to reach me when I’m like that,” I said.
“That’s why it’s not safe to do.” Coldan looked at the figures lying on the ground. None of them moved. There was no sense of power from them, though I was certain there had been before I had used the ne’rash on them.
“I think I got the gate open.”
Coldan tore his gaze from the fallen forms and looked up at me. “How?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
I started forward, leaving the bodies as I hurried toward the gate.
“It matters. If she’s going to be able to use the same power, she should understand what you do.”
Taking a deep breath, I looked over at Shae. “It’s a matter of influencing.”
“You said you didn’t have power that way.”
“It’s not power. Not exactly.”
The gate loomed in front of us. I hadn’t been confident that we would find it open when we arrived, not knowing whether the influence I attempted to exert would be effective enough. Thankfully, the gates hung slightly ajar.
They were massive. All of iron and ornately decorated, the doors still swung easily. There was no sign of the man I had influenced to open the door. Holding on to the dark power of the ne’rash, I let it flow out from me in little more than a trickle. If I were to use more than that, it would overwhelm me—and would be more likely to be detected.
The power flowed through the opening in the gate, easing forward like a fog settling, though felt rather than seen. Shae watched me and I had the sense from her that she was aware of the nature of the power I used, though she wouldn’t be able to draw upon the ne’rash.
“Do you detect anything?” Coldan asked.
Letting that power flow away from me, I breathed in the sense of the city. If only my connection to the trance had been stronger, I might have been able to see what we were about to encounter within the walls. With the violence and desolation I detected within Ihran, I didn’t dare linger too long.
“There’s nothing.”
“There has to be something,” Shae said. “The city wouldn’t feel like this if there were nothing.”
I pushed away the power I was holding, studying her. “You feel the city?”
That would be a new aspect of her ability, if true. It signified that she might have power—real power—with the elaron. Not all of the Jahor had that power. Many, if not most, had some connection to the elaron. We were born with that. Some could learn to use it. Others, like Coldan, could draw upon that power, whether intentionally or not.
Then there were those who would access it eventually regardless of whether they had guidance. I had known Shae to be one of them when we first found her, but hadn’t known how powerful she might be. What she detected suggested that she would be very powerful. Perhaps she could one day rival what I once could do. A true Chosen of Jahor.
“I don’t know what I feel. There’s something here. I can’t exactly tell what it is.”
I could practically feel Coldan’s satisfied gaze on me.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I reached for the sense of the elaron, but it remained elusive. Centering my mind had been a struggle, but perhaps I needed to use the tricks that I’d told Shae to try.
The song drifted into my mind, and I focused on that.
It was nothing more than a trick, and it wouldn’t necessarily make a difference, but I needed to try something. The melody drifted through my mind, at first slowly, and then pushing away everything else. If I could hold on to that melody, I thought I could find enough of a trace of the power I needed. And in this case, the elaron would be far more useful—and less destructive.
Strange that I’d be able to reach for it again.
It was almost as if time around Shae made it easier. Could she be influencing me?
Though the sounds of the song drifted through my mind, there was nothing more than the slight increase in focus. I couldn’t reach that power. It was there—just at the edge of where I thought I could reach—but I wasn’t able to do anything with it.
Releasing the memory, I felt it fade into the far reaches of my mind.
“You can’t detect the same thing?”
“There’s something off, but I’m not able to determine what it is.”
She nodded, turning away, but she couldn’t hide the disappointment on her face.
There was no need for her to hide it. I suspected she had anticipated learning more from me during our journey, though I had cautioned her that I wouldn’t be able to teach the way she wanted. I had the sense of what she expected—how could I not?—but she didn’t understand what I had been through and the way it had changed me. Perhaps she would never learn those lessons. The gods knew I would prefer not to have learned them.
The city surrounded us as we made our way deeper into it. There was something unique about Ihran and the way it was situated here in the mountains, the sense of the forest drawn into the city itself, the colors and structure of the buildings seeming to draw the forest into it, despite the walls designed to keep outsiders at bay. Trees rose throughout the city, shading aspects of it.
As we wandered, I saw signs of war.
When we passed through the gate, the evidence had been scarce. Only the silence and the absence of any movement at first. I would have expected to find some people still here, and that there was nothing…
Bodies lay unmoved.
Coldan stopped at the first person we had come across, checking to see if there was anything he could do, but even without reaching for the full nature of my power, I knew there wasn’t going to be anything. They were gone, their life ripped from them by a power they wouldn’t have been able to understand, let alone withstand. No healing would have brought them back.
When we found another, then another, Coldan checked each of them. The hope burning within him remained bright, the same kind of hope I once had when it came to trying to help. Now there was a dark pragmatism that led me away from what had happened here, leaving the bodies where they lay.
I counted dozens upon dozens of bodies. Only when we got deeper into the city did I see signs that life remained. Some of the bodies had been moved.
When I pointed, Coldan frowned. “What do you see?”
There once would have been a throng of people filling the street, and if I closed my eyes, I could practically see it as it once had been. The sounds of people heading through the streets. That of shop owners shouting, making deals, trading. That of the soldiers on patrol. Children laughing as they chased each other, weaving through. The occasional shout at those children when they bumped into others.
It was almost as if I could see them when I closed my eyes, though it had been a long time since I had been to Ihran. Could the memory of this place be so strong, or was that more about my connection to the darkness that lingered here?
That was what I feared. If it was my connection, there was a real possibility that I would be drawing on the darkness, feeding on it, letting it fuel the power within me. In the places affected by the war that we had visited, I had so far avoided that influence, but then I hadn’t been compelled to draw upon the ne’rash in quite the same way as I was now.
“I see what had been.” I sighed. “I can’t tell anything more.”
If I focused long enough, I thought I might be able to trace the attack, but that would involve succumbing to the darkness more than I already had, and doing so ran the risk of the influence overwhelming me.
We paused before a larger building set apart from many of the others. A massive grassy courtyard stretched around the building, a stone wall around it. Coldan climbed upon the wall, looking toward the temple.
“The grass is trampled,” he said.
Following his lead, I crouched on the wall. In the memories I had—or visions—I could tell what once would have been here, and the way we would have been cast aside at the audacity of sitting atop the wall.
As he suggested, the grass was trampled. Patches of it carried the imprint of the bodies that had fallen here and then been removed. There was no sign of where they had gone, only that they had fallen.
The temple was a majestic building. Tall spires stretched high overhead, twisting with a pattern that resembled the nearby trees. Windows set along the face of the temple depicted scenes reflecting the god Taron, the god of the forest and of plenty. In Ihran, they once would have had plenty. Now…
Movement within the temple caught my attention.
There had been no movement in the city. The only sign of anything had been our attackers at the outskirts of the city, nothing since we had come inside the walls. There hadn’t even been any trace of the man I had influenced to open the gate.
I should have considered that before now.
Where had he gone?
In the time we’d been inside the city, there had been only bodies and the memories of the city, though those might be something only I could see. Shae was unlikely to be able to make out those memories the same way that I could.
Climbing down from the wall, I ducked behind it, resting my head for a moment.
“What is it?” Coldan asked, jumping down and landing alongside me.
“I should have questioned before now.”
“Questioned what?”
“How we opened the gate. Where those attackers came from. The reason it was so easy for me to counter them.”
And I hadn’t even questioned.
It had been a matter of pulsing with power, nothing more than that, but even in that, I should have struggled more than I had. It was almost as if the power I had pulled then was the way I had always pulled upon power.
A memory.
Looking around, my gaze darting once again toward the temple, I stared at it.
When I did, the scene in front of me shifted.
Suddenly, there were dozens of people all around us. Most were dressed in long robes and carried a long staff with a small dark stone at the end. The carvings along the staff were familiar, and I didn’t need for any of the people to approach to understand the writing on the staff. I could read that without them coming near, could feel the power coming off the staffs.
They didn’t belong here.
They weren’t a part of Ihran. They might serve the temple, but it wasn’t this temple.
“What is it?” Shae asked.
Looking all around us, I tried to ignore those who were here. They weren’t real, even though they wandered along the street, and even though the sound of their passing, and the aroma of the incense they carried with them, drifted through the air as if it were something real rather than nothing more than a memory.
None of this should be like this.
I closed my eyes, trying to understand what had happened—and when it had happened.
This was a trap, and it was one I should have expected.
And I had, only not here. Not now.
I had thought that using the Place of Knowing in the daylight would offer me an opportunity to be able to move through the city, to understand what had happened here, and it had… only not the way I had expected.
This was an attack.
Could I be sitting outside of the city even now? Could none of this even be real?
Trapped.
Held in the Place of Knowing.
Closing my eyes, I could feel that the separation remained.
Had I been better prepared, the trap wouldn’t have ensnared me quite as effectively—and thoroughly—as it had. Unfortunately, now that I had sprung the trap, I wasn’t even certain what it would take to break free.
Coldan watched me, a look of concern on his face.
Was he even a part of this?
I didn’t think they would have been able to draw both of them in, but with Shae’s natural talents and Coldan’s connection to the elaron, it was possible they would have been trapped with me.
“You haven’t said anything,” he said to me.
“There isn’t anything to say.”
Not yet.
I would have to find a way to break free, but without being able to reach for the elaron, I wasn’t sure I would be able to do so.
Each time I had attempted it recently, I had failed. There was nothing that suggested the next time would be any more effective.
Only, now our safety—and my sanity—depended upon it.
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HEVITH
AS THE NEXT few days passed, anxiety built within Hevith over the time spent waiting for the guards to notice that one of their own hadn’t returned. With each day that there was no reaction—and no retaliation—he couldn’t help but feel as if something was coming that they weren’t prepared for.
Each night was spent the same way. Hevith watched along the opposite side of the yard, waiting for when the guards would make an appearance. They had not come back.
On one of the first nights since the attack, Hevith held on to the sword and leaned against the wall. The blade was sharp, and it caught some of the moonlight.
What if it would help him escape?
He jabbed it into the ground.
As he twisted it, the ground resisted. The earth was almost as hard as rock.
He pried at it, trying to dig.
Even with the sword, he wasn’t going to be able to burrow beneath the wall.
“It doesn’t happen every night,” Alicia whispered.
They’d spent more time together over the last few days. There was a part of Hevith that worried she would betray him the first chance she got, but the risk of that was outweighed by the possibility that they would have a way of getting to safety.
“How often, then?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t kept track. Each day is like the others.”
That much was true for him, as well.
Once they escaped, he still didn’t know what he would do. Escaping the prison didn’t mean safety. It meant they were out of the prison. They still had to deal with finding safety. He would have to figure out what had happened to his family. Then from there, north. It was the only thing he could think of.
Hevith continued pacing.
He followed the perimeter of the yard, ignoring the looks from some of the people in sections that he hadn’t traditionally spent time in. Most of them glanced at him for a moment before turning away.
Not all. Some watched.
These were the people Hevith needed to reach.
He took a seat next to an older man. He remembered when he had come into the prison. The man hadn’t been here all that long, though he had already begun to appear thinner, more gaunt.
“I’m Hevith,” he said, nodding to the man.
Silence greeted him.
Hevith had to get through to him. Through to the others.
If nothing else, it would make their time in the prison more bearable.
“My family were traders, and we were headed to Yarshin when I was captured.”
He waited for a moment, though he didn’t really expect the man to say anything.
He started to move. If not this man, then another.
“I’m Feld.” He didn’t look up, still staring down at the ground. “They came through our village. Most were killed. Myself and Janel and Erica were not.”
The man flicked his gaze to the two women sitting nearby. They had dark hair, dirt-stained faces, and hollowed eyes that shared the horrors of the war.
It was a familiar expression.
“It’s nice to meet you, Feld.”
Feld didn’t say anything more, but he nodded.
It was a start. If nothing else, Hevith would learn as much as he could about these people.
He waited for a few more moments, asking a few more questions, but Feld said nothing. Neither did Erica or Janel. I didn’t matter. It was a start.
Hevith moved over to another cluster of people, doing the same as he had with Feld. He managed to get a few more names, a few more villages. Their stories were remarkably similar. The war had come to them, destroying villages, disrupting homes, tearing apart families.
Hevith hadn’t come from a village, but he understood the disruption to the home. He understood how families could be torn apart.
He sat, listening, asking questions, not expecting answers all of the time, but when he got them, he found himself listening as much as he could.
Eventually, he had made his way through this side of the yard.
He leaned against the wall for a little while before starting to pace.
Switching directions, he headed toward the other side of the prison, back toward Mother and the rest of the injured. As he neared, the stench from the rotting body built. How long would they be able to keep it hidden?
Hevith and Mother had convinced some of the people on this side of the yard to bury the guard. The attempt was slow, especially as the ground was nothing more than hard rock, but they were making some progress. Using the sword taken from the soldier, they had a way of prying into the stone.
“Why do you keep pacing?” Alicia asked.
Hevith paused, taking a deep breath and wishing that he wouldn’t have. Wrinkling his nose, he looked around. It took a significant stench for him to notice anything these days. How could the guards patrolling the walls not notice anything?
“I need to pace to keep my mind in order.”
There was another reason, though he didn’t want to tell Alicia. He studied the wall as he paced, looking for anything that might be a weakness in it—or a doorway. There had to be some way for the guards to have gotten inside, but wouldn’t others have seen it before? When he’d been trying to figure a way out, it had come down to scaling the wall or rushing the open door. He hadn’t considered there would be another possibility.
Mother caught his eye and frowned as she watched him. The way she looked at him suggested she knew what he considered, and the sour expression on her face told him that she didn’t approve.
If they did nothing, there would be nothing other than continued suffering. The guards had proven that. The nights were getting colder, and he had little doubt it would eventually get to the point that was too cold to tolerate.
“Tell me again what’s outside the walls,” he whispered.
“You had to have seen it on your way here.”
They had been through this before, and he told her the same thing he had when she had asked the last time. “When I came, it was dark. There wasn’t anything I could make out. You came in the daylight.”
“A forest.”
Hevith glanced beyond the wall. The towering trees in the distance were just visible above the top of the wall. “I can see there’s a forest.”
“That’s all that I remember.”
Hevith turned toward her. In times like these, Alicia looked so young, much younger than him. There were other times when she seemed more worldly, especially when she was considering what she would do with the guards. There was a matter-of-fact way she approached it.
“What’s beyond the trees?”
“I don’t know. They didn’t make it easy for us to see.”
Hevith breathed out in annoyance. Getting out would be the first challenge, but it wasn’t the only one. Once they escaped—if they escaped—they would have to figure out where to go beyond here.
Would it be Yarshin?
The journey had only been a few days, as far as he could tell. That wasn’t all that far, even by foot. Heading to Yarshin would put him back into a familiar place, at least somewhat familiar, but it would also pose a different sort of challenge. The Nakum remained within the city, and knowing they sided with the Hith made him think it wouldn’t be safe. Beyond Yarshin were dozens of smaller villages. Then the emptiness of the north his father had wanted to reach.
If they had escaped, that would be where they’d go.
If.
“Did you come along a road the entire way?”
“What does it matter?”
“It matters. Was it a road?”
“Yes. I think so.”
“Smooth or rutted?”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“It means whether the road was bumpy or not.”
“I… I can’t remember. All I know was that we traveled quickly. They held me in Yarshin for a while. I thought they would let me go back to my family, but they never did.”
Hevith hesitated. It was the first time that she’d talked about what had happened to her after he’d been captured. He tried not to feel any sense of empathy toward her, but couldn’t help it.
“What happened?”
“You don’t want to know.”
“I don’t want to, but I think I need to.”
Alicia watched him, something in her deep blue eyes brimming with a question.
“They held me. After I…” She looked down, avoiding his gaze.
“It’s okay. You can say it. After you betrayed me.”
She took a deep breath. “After I reported you to the Nakum, I thought they would give me back to my family.”
“Why?”
“Others have been through something similar. They’re taken from their families and if they offer something of value, they get to return.”
“You didn’t.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t. They held me. Abused me. They were rough.” She touched the side of her face.
Hevith was reminded of the bruising he’d seen when she had first appeared. That bruising had been significant, awful. Not completely fresh, though. He’d known at the time that she had suffered, and hearing her tell of it now didn’t make anything better.
“I’m sorry that happened to you.” It was hard to say, but he thought he needed to do so. He had to forgive her if he hoped to have her help—and hoped to trust that help.
“You don’t have to say that.”
He glanced up at the guards. “No one deserves it. No one should have to turn on someone else to get their family to safety. No one should have to do any of the things we’ve been forced to endure.”
“The war pulls everyone in.”
It reminded Hevith of something his father had said. The war made people choose to fight or to run. He had believed it was better to run and avoid the fighting.
As he looked around the yard, he didn’t know if he believed that.
Maybe it would be better to fight.
Vard would be disappointed to hear him think that, but if they didn’t fight, who would? These people suffered, people who didn’t have anything. They needed someone to fight on their behalf.
Alicia glanced toward Mother. “Do you believe it’s all about a test? About proving ourselves to Callah?”
“I don’t think so, but they certainly do. I can’t help but wonder what happens if we pass this test?”
“There will be another.”
Hevith glanced over, having not heard Mother approach. Her hands were clasped behind her back and her gaze swept around the inside of the yard.
“Each test proves something about ourselves,” she said.
“All it proves is that we can die. There’s another way.”
She frowned at him. “The tests show that we’re worthy.”
“It seems to me that a god would know whether we were worthy,” he said.
“Callah knows that you are one of his Chosen, but even those of the Chosen must prove themselves.”
“For what end?”
“For what is to come,” she said.
“What if we fail?” Alicia asked.
Mother smiled sadly. “We are given opportunities to redeem ourselves. Not all will pass the first time, or the next, when we are tested. Many of us will never pass. That is the way of Callah. He gives us the chance to make of it what we will. Through that chance, we can prove that we are more than what he sees, or less.”
“What if we’re exactly what he sees?” Hevith asked.
“Then you will have failed, though I think you will not.” Mother watched him and then glanced up at the guards. “Have you ever wondered why you survived the attack on your caravan? Why they attacked it in the first place? They came for you because they feared what you were.”
Hevith almost started to laugh, but she watched him with an earnestness that made it difficult. “Feared me?”
“Perhaps not you. They feared what you could become. They feared the potential you had were Callah to favor you. I sensed it from you the moment you came into the prison.” Her gaze swept around her. “I sensed it from all of these people. That’s why we’re here.”
Hevith didn’t have any power, but what mattered was what the Hith believed. They were here because of the war. Because the Hith feared the Jahor.
“They’ve broken some.” She glanced toward the Firsters. “Others still have that potential, though I wonder if they’ll ever be able to take advantage of it. Then there are others who had potential and squandered it.” She glanced toward Karn.
“What potential did he have?”
“You would have to ask him.”
“Karn doesn’t speak of anything before the time when he was captured.”
“None of us do, really. It’s too difficult. For those of us who have been here the longest, we know that thinking of what was before, what should have been, is only a way to torment ourselves. Most choose not to remember. It’s easier that way.”
Hevith thought about what he had seen from the others. It was true. Most that he had interacted with didn’t want to remember what they had been. Most were unwilling to talk about that person, and even if they would, they did so haltingly. Then there were those like Karn, who tried to pretend that time didn’t matter.
And perhaps it didn’t to him. As for Hevith, he wanted to remember. He wanted to hold on to those people, to try and remember what they had been, who they had been, even if it was difficult to do. They were a part of him.
That was why he wanted to get out.
She glanced up at the guards before turning her attention back to him. “I see what you intend.”
“You could come.”
“Where would you go?”
“North, possibly.”
Mother turned away from him suddenly, facing the massive gate and watching it.
As he followed the direction that she’d turned, the main gate into the prison started to open. Had she known that it would? If so, how would she have been able to know?
It opened slowly, and with each bit that opened up, he couldn’t help but feel a rising sense of fear about the fallen guard. If more of the guards entered the prison yard, how long would they be able to keep hiding him? It wouldn’t be long before the guards detected the stench coming off the body.
Three guards bearing crossbows stepped into the yard. Hevith started to back away, but he saw a line of new prisoners behind them.
This wasn’t about the missing guard. This was about prisoners.
How long had it been since new prisoners had come? The last had been Alicia and the group that had come with her. It had been over a week. Long enough that it made sense that there would be more now. Hevith watched as the line of prisoners came. There were probably a dozen. A few of them looked like the kind to become Firsters, larger and more muscular than others, with a hint of aggression in their eyes, but the others were likely to be more like he had been when he’d first come to the yard.
One of them staggered, barely able to stand. An older man, thin and already showing the signs of malnutrition that would only get worse here. He could barely walk, staggering through the yard, trying to stay upright.
The guards leading them in looked around the inside of the yard and then turned quickly, heading back out. The gate closed behind them.
“There are always more,” Mother whispered.
Hevith watched the older man collapse.
The others left him.
Given the state he was in already, he wasn’t likely to survive in the yard very long, but Hevith didn’t feel as if he could leave him there. He had to do something—if there was anything.
He started forward, ignoring the way Alicia looked at him, heading toward the fallen man. When he reached him, he crouched down next to him, rolling him onto his back. The man was pale. His skin was dirty. Bruised, much like so many others were bruised when they first came to the yard. Filthy and stinking. His clothing was tattered.
Hevith looked up at the others who had come in with him, wondering if any of them knew the man, but none of them paid him any attention.
That wasn’t altogether surprising. Too often, there were people like him, those who had no one, who were brought into the prison alone. It made the transition more difficult. For a man like this, it might prove to be fatal.
Hevith started to lift him when something about the man’s face caught his attention.
A small scar beneath his eye.
Hevith tensed. Everything within him froze.
“Vard?”
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HEVITH
LOOKING OVER AT THE WALL, Hevith tried to ignore the sense of the guards watching. More than ever, he had a sense they were watching him. Judging. Waiting for him to make a mistake. Especially the captain.
As he looked around the yard, the sense of everything overwhelmed him. How could Vard be here?
Mother worked on the old soldier, giving him what water rations she had remaining, barely enough to keep herself hydrated. She willingly offered all that she had to a man she didn’t know. Then again, Hevith would have offered his own.
It was almost enough to believe in Callah, to believe in the test Mother continued referring to. First Alicia had been brought here, and now Vard? Would they bring the rest of his family as well? If the Hith had taken them, it was possible they would end up here.
For the first time since coming here, he found himself feeling a wave of increased hopelessness. Even if he could get away, if the guard came at night like he thought that he might, Hevith wasn’t sure he was willing to do anything. Not with Vard now here.
Hevith headed toward Vard and found him resting. The old soldier hadn’t opened his eyes. It had seemingly taken everything out of him to reach the yard, and now that he was here, maybe he wouldn’t survive.
Hevith crouched next to Vard, taking the other man’s hands. They were still calloused, but they were thin and weak. There was a little warmth in them, but not like there had been before.
“Who was he?” Mother asked.
“A soldier. A friend.”
“I supposed you wonder why now.”
Hevith didn’t look up as he nodded. “When we reached Yarshin, he warned me to run. I did, reaching the city, and safety. For a little while. I didn’t know what happened to him and tried to find him there.”
“It looks as if he’s suffered.”
“He was always so strong. He’s the reason I survived the ambush on the wagons. Without Vard…”
Hevith didn’t know what would have happened without Vard. All he knew was that the other man had saved him. He had done what his parents hired him to do, but even that hadn’t been enough.
“He is weak.”
“I see that.”
“Do you see how much it took for him to reach us?”
“I saw how he staggered into the yard.”
“And then collapsed. As if he needed to know. Callah gave him the strength to reach this place.”
Hevith couldn’t take his eyes off Vard. If that were what had happened, if Vard had used up every bit of energy he had so that he could reach Hevith, then he owed it to the man to ensure he came around. Not that he would have done anything differently.
After all this time, Vard had found him.
“I thought I would be able to save him.” Hevith looked up at Mother. “When I got away, I thought I could find him. He found me.”
Vard would have wanted him to run. Now that Vard was here, Hevith didn’t think he could.
A soft cough startled Hevith and he looked down at Vard.
He was awake.
“Vard?”
“I recognize the voice, but not the man. Could it really be you, Hevy?”
It had been so long since anyone had called him by that nickname that Hevith actually smiled. “It’s me. How are you here?”
Vard inhaled deeply and sat up, rubbing the back of his head. His eyes had deeper wrinkles than they had before, and his thinning hair had gone completely bald. The sun had baked his skin, leaving it deeply tanned. “In Yarshin, there were stories about a boy who got himself snagged. At first, I didn’t know what to make of those stories. Someone stood up to the Nakum. That didn’t sound like Hevy, but they talked about it as if you were an outsider. I hoped…”
“I worried you died. I saw the way the soldiers…”
Hevith wasn’t able to finish. That had been his last image of Vard. That he had survived seemed a miracle.
Perhaps Callah did watch out for him.
“They beat me pretty good. Then they sold me. I been moved around a few times. Starved. Beaten. Still survived. Hoping to catch word. Never thought I would find you here.”
“Have you heard anything about the others?”
“Nothin’ but rumors. Others brought to different prisons.”
Which meant his people could still live.
Hevith had to hold on to that hope. “If they still live, it’s possible we can find them. It’s possible we can rescue them.”
Vard’s gaze drifted to the guards along the wall before returning to look at Hevith. “Didn’t hear anything about your ma and pa. Don’ know what happened to them, Hevy.”
He swallowed and nodded.
Vard watched him a moment. “You’ve changed.”
“I’m dirtier, I suppose. Thinner too.”
“That’s not it. There’s something about you that’s changed. The boy is gone.”
“Suffering at the hands of the guards would do that to someone, I guess.”
“I’m sorry you had to suffer. You papa would be right pissed if he knew what I let happen to you.”
Hevith squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s probably better that he’s gone. He won’t have to know.”
“Gone about the same as you’re gone.”
“What do you mean?”
Vard glanced up at Mother, and his eyes widened for a moment before turning to Hevith. “Word is they were taken like you. Like others.”
“They aren’t here.” Unless they were and they’d already passed.
“This isn’t the only place they bring your kind,” Vard said.
“My kind?”
Vard nodded. “Your parents wanted to keep you from the war. That’s why they traveled so much. They thought they could get ahead of it. Make their way toward a more peaceful land. Rumors always spoke of a place beyond the reach of the war.”
“They were traders.”
“Out of necessity. It made it easier to travel. They were refugees.” Vard looked up at Mother. “Like so many others. When I came upon them, they took me in. I’d done my fighting. Your father looked past that. It was time to do something else. Make my way where I wouldn’t have to kill. They gave me hope there could be more.”
“There’s no hope for anything more.”
“Hevy… don’t you go sayin’ that.”
Hevith turned away. Seeing Vard made him feel like the child he’d been all those years. The man had traveled with them for a long time, leading the protection. How had his parents kept it from them that they were avoiding something?
“Why didn’t they ever tell me?”
“They didn’t want you to think you were less than what you were.”
“Even though they knew the Hith might come after us?”
“We were beyond the reaches of the war. That’s what we thought.” Vard hesitated. “I thought. Damn war keeps shifting. Borders that are supposed to be safe are not. Places that had known peace get attacked. During my time soldierin’ I saw it all too often, but I thought your papa was able to keep us moving ahead of it.”
Hevith looked over at Vard once more. Though the man had changed, his body thinner than it had been before, something about his eyes was the same. The way he looked at Hevith was the same—a mixture of affection and irritation, though there was no irritation now. His voice, weaker now than it had been, was the same.
“Mother will keep you safe,” Hevith said, getting to his feet.
“Mother? I figured you for—”
“I will offer him what I can,” Mother said, standing and looking down at Vard. “Callah has tested him and he’s survived. That’s all that any man can ask.”
She started away, and Hevith watched her go. For the first time, it seemed as if Mother were troubled by something.
Was it what Vard had said?
He spoke of the war, and had enough experience with the war that maybe that was what bothered her. She had made it clear that she didn’t care for the violence and the pain the war inflicted, but knowing the way she viewed things, it was possible she saw it as nothing more than another test.
Hevith still couldn’t shake how irritated he felt every time she referred to what happened as a test. What kind of god would want to torment his people like that, especially if they were his Chosen?
“Can I help you get up?” Hevith asked Vard.
“I think it’s best I stay put. My legs don’t work quite like they should. They forced me to march most of the time.”
“They don’t seem to care about our suffering.”
“I think they knew I was once a soldier. They wanted to push me a little further. I didn’t tell them, but I’ve seen worse. You get out in the world, you get exposed to some of the shit men do, and you realize you don’t have it quite as bad as you thought.”
Hevith looked around the prison yard. In the sunlight, the walls were stark brown. The hard ground matched, more a beige with stains where men had died or pissed or shit. There were signs of the hardness of this place everywhere, signs of the violence it had known. It was reflected in the faces of the people. Most stayed up near the wall, out of the sunlight—so hot during the day but increasingly cool at night—but also as their way of staying away from the guards. Not that it would work. The guards watched.
“I don’t know. This place is plenty bad.”
“I’m sure you’ve suffered.”
“I’ve done more than suffered, Vard.”
Vard watched him, and there was something about the way he did that suggested he knew. He understood. “You did only what you had to survive.”
Hevith shook his head. “That’s just it. I don’t want just to survive. There’s another man here who’s survived. He wants to return to the fields as a prisoner and work. In his mind, he has a life there. I’ve wanted to find my family. The rest of the wagons. You.”
Vard shuffled so that he could sit fully upright and looked over at Hevith. “Can’t tell you what’s going to become of you. Of any of us. All I can say is that if you don’t survive, there won’t be nothing else. You got to find that survival within you. Don’t let them take that from you. When you do, they won. The war is over.”
“I wasn’t fighting in the war.”
“We’re all fighting in the war. We jus’ didn’t know it.”
"Nobody deserves what they’re doing to us here.”
“This is what the Hith do. That’s why your parents tried to bring you away. That’s why they tried to bring others away. Thought they could get you to safety in the north beyond the reaches of the war.” A smile drifted across Vard’s face. “Your papa made it sound like he knew where he was going. That was why so many chose to follow him. They believed he could lead them. He heard of power there. Something that would protect those he picked up.”
“Jahor?”
Vard held his gaze. “Jahor. Others. Either way, your pa intended to get someplace safer. Claimed he had to get beyond, whatever that meant. A place beyond the plains. A place where no man and no Hith magic can reach.”
North.
What had been in the north?
Hevith remember the maps that he’d seen, sitting by campfires, or in taverns, or even within the wagon, traveling with his father, studying. None of those maps had shown him anything in the north.
“He didn’t know, did he?” Hevith asked.
Vard shrugged. “Who is to say? I believed him. A great many other people believed, too. That’s what mattered. We followed because we believed. Me—I just wanted a chance to live without fighting. That’s why I was willing to come along. Thought your father made good sense. Get beyond. There had to be limits to what they could do to us. I was willing to do what was necessary until we got there, even if it meant that I’d return to what I was.”
Hevith thought about what he could remember of his father, the way that he’d been so determined to head through the forest, but what had been beyond there? According to the maps, and what Hevith remembered, there wasn’t anything beyond.
“What if it’s about more than just running?” he asked.
“Hevy—”
Hevith shook his head, looking at those around him. All were weak. Thin. Tormented. All Jahor. That mattered, somehow.
“When you’re stronger, we’re getting out of here. I’ve got something that might work—”
Vard shook his head. “You don’t have to worry about me, Hevy. I’ve done lived my life. I’ve done what I can all these years. I served. Fought. Killed. Maybe it’s time I died.”
Hevith watched him but shook his head. “I can’t let you do that.”
“What makes you get to choose?”
Hevith smiled slightly. “I suppose I’m the wagon master now.”
Vard frowned. “Wagon master… you don’t got no wagons, Hevy! The only thing you’re master of is yourself.”
“I’m not leaving you behind.” After the time in the yard, how could he leave anyone here behind?
Vard shifted on the ground. He looked up at the guards patrolling along the wall before turning his attention back to Hevith. “I don’t think you can get out the way you’re thinking.”
“It’s not the way you’re thinking either.”
“Then what are you planning?”
Hevith glanced over at Alicia. She watched him but said nothing. Eventually, he would have to come to terms with what he intended to do with her. “I’m still working on it. When I have it sorted, I’ll let you know. Until then, I have to be careful. I’ve seen what they do to men who think to try to escape.”
“I imagine it’s brutal.”
Hevith nodded. “Brutal. And definitive. When I was first here, there were five men who thought they could escape. They found out quickly there wasn’t anything they could do.”
“What happened?”
Hevith shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters if the same thing happens to you. That matters to me.”
“We were going to try a different way out.”
“Not through the gate?”
Hevith shook his head. “There was a guard who came in one night, and I…” He couldn’t finish. How could he tell Vard that he was the reason that guard was dead? More than that, how could he tell Vard that he was the reason others had died? Telling Vard about what he’d done would be like confessing to his parents.
“It’s okay, Hevy. Times like these, you’ve got to do what’s necessary.”
“I don’t know that we do. When we act like that, we become like them. That’s not what I want to be. Sometimes it feels like I don’t have a choice, though. That regardless of what I want, and how I want to keep from fighting, they force me to do things I don’t want to do.”
“That’s the nature of war. You think I don’t understand?” Vard got to his feet and though he was unsteady, he managed to stand. “When I first got drawn in, I remember the first fight. I remember the first time I had to use my sword—really use it. Training is one thing, but when you need to actually put yourself out there, when you have to take another man’s life, you find out that all the training you might have is nothing.”
Hevith nodded. “You trained me.”
Vard smiled. “To defend yourself, not to be a soldier.”
“I defended myself.”
Vard studied him. “I suppose you did. It’s similar, I suspect. Fighting when your life is on the line would be the same, whether it’s with a sword or with fists.”
“I struggle with it.”
“Which means you got some decency to you. Not that I’m surprised by that. I’ve known you long enough to know you got a good heart.”
It was similar to what Mother had said to him.
“Over time, war takes a part of you. Sometimes quickly, sometimes piece by piece. Little bit at a time. Just this one man. Just this group of men. Just these prisoners.” Vard looked up. “They don’t know no better than any soldier knows.”
“That’s not what I want.”
“That’s not what your parents wanted, neither, which was why they wanted to keep you and your sister away from it. That’s why they pushed so hard.” Vard staggered and started to fall, but Hevith got to him, propping him up. “You promise me that if you get the chance, you get out of here. Don’t stay behind because of me. I lived my life. Made my mistakes. It might be time for me to pay for them.”
“If I got away, I don’t even know where I was going to go. I thought about Yarshin, mostly because I know there’s a woman there who would help.”
“Yarshin is still too deep in the war. You need to go north. Find this place your papa wanted to go. It’ll be safe.”
“What if it doesn’t exist?”
“It has to exist.”
“Why?”
“I believe it does.”
Vard started to stagger again and Hevith lowered him to the ground.
If he were going to escape, he doubted he would be able to bring the older man with him. He would slow them down, and given what they had already been through, and as weak as so many of them were, he thought they needed to move quickly.
As Hevith looked down at Vard, the other man watched him. It was almost as if Vard knew what he was thinking. Worse, he agreed with him.
Hevith turned away.
Could he go through with it?
He no longer even knew if he could. Now that Vard was here, he was conflicted in a way he hadn’t been before.
Maybe that was a good thing. That he was conflicted might mean there was a part of him that remained himself. He didn’t want to lose that part of him that Mother called decent, the part of him that Vard had seen. The moment he lost that would be the moment he became no better than the guards looking down on them from atop the wall.
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HEVITH
THE DARKNESS WAS ABSOLUTE. Clouds covered the sky, blocking the moon and the stars. It was a night of danger, and a night that reminded him of when Alicia had last been attacked.
Hevith couldn’t sleep. Sounds all around him made it difficult to settle down, though he needed to relax and rest. Vard rested near him. Hevith hadn’t moved away from him since he’d come to the yard, helping him get food, making sure he ate and drank, and trying to help him recover as much as he could.
No one spoke.
Most nights, there was a soft murmur of whispered voices, or the sound of boots thudding along the top of the wall from the guards during their patrol. Not tonight. There was only the quiet around him.
On the far side of the yard, opposite Hevith, Alicia crouched. He was aware of her as little more than a faint outline. He could see her there, but not much more than that. If she were to be visited by a guard, he didn’t know if there was anything he’d be able to do to help her. Not from here.
The dead guard’s sword rested next to him.
Each night when he pulled it out, he felt a thrill of anxiety. He shouldn’t have the sword, but the darkness made it easier to hide and conceal from the guards. This way, he would be ready, though it had been a week since they’d killed the guard and in that time, there had been no further attacks. Hevith had begun to wonder if there would even be one.
The body stunk. Mother and the others had done as good as job as they could burying it, prying up the hard rock along the edge of the wall to try and secure it, but they weren’t able to get it completely buried. Because of that, they weren’t able to completely eliminate the stench.
As he sat there, he drifted.
At first, it was slow. His eyes fluttered shut and he tried to keep them open and keep watch, but the longer that he sat in place, the harder that was to do. He didn’t want to sleep. That was something he could do during the daylight, though it was more difficult to sleep with the sun shining.
Getting to his feet, Hevith debated grabbing the sword, but decided against it. If one of the guards saw him wandering through the yard with the blade, he knew what would happen. He might be able to hide it within his pants, but seeing as how tattered they were, he didn’t know if he would be able to do even that.
“You should sleep,” Karn said as he approached.
He lay with his arms behind his head, eyes closed, and still noticed Hevith approaching. Eventually, Hevith would want to learn that trick.
“I can’t sleep.”
“You still think you’re going to go through with this foolish plan of yours?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t disagree that it’s foolish?”
“It probably is, but we can’t stay here.” He made a point of saying “we.” He would need Karn, whether the man knew it or not.
“You won’t be here forever. They’ll find a use for you. You’ve proven yourself resilient. They’ll like that.” Karn sat up slightly, looking over at him. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been in a place like this. You got to prove yourself to them, and when you do, they decide how you’ll best serve. They’ve been watching.”
Hevith glanced up. He knew they’d been watching, but it never seemed as if they paid much attention while they did. “They only watch if we’re fighting.”
“That’s what they want you to think.”
“How else would they be watching?”
Karn laid his head back and shrugged. “How do you think they got your man in here?”
Hevith glanced over at Vard. Could that be tied to it? If they had another way of watching them, perhaps even listening, then it was possible they knew what he was thinking. If they did, then anything he might do, any way he might attempt to get himself or the others to safety, was already set to fail.
“They don’t have anyone listening.”
“You keep telling yourself that.”
“If they did, they would have come in when the guard was first attacked.”
“Not like they could do anything at that point. Maybe they just wanted to see what you might do. Maybe they wanted to find out what you’re planning. Then again, maybe none of it matters.” Karn rested his head back down again. “No safety out there. Which is why it’s best to survive. Here I thought you’d come to understand that. Maybe I was wrong about you.”
“Wrong how?”
“I thought you wanted to live.”
Hevith took a deep breath as he turned away. He wanted to live, but he didn’t want to live the way that Karn did. He didn’t want to live and feel the helplessness the other man denied he had.
“The offer stands.”
“I’m sure it does. Too bad you might not be standing when all of this is done.”
Hevith watched him for a moment before turning away and heading farther along the wall. With each passing day, Karn bothered him more. He probably shouldn’t. Hevith knew better than to let the other man get to him, and he’d been in prison long enough that there shouldn’t be anything the other man would do or say that would surprise him, but maybe he was right. It might be a mistake to try to escape. The risk of death was real. He’d seen it.
The alternative was staying here. Remaining in prison. Waiting for whatever the guards wanted from him.
That wasn’t what he wanted either.
Somehow he would have to get through to Karn.
Hevith continued along the wall, eventually reaching a cluster of people. He stepped around them, ignoring those who looked up at him. Most did nothing other than turn away, as if they didn’t want to acknowledge that he was here. It was possible that they didn’t want to be reminded of what might happen to them.
In the distance, Alicia still crouched against the wall. Alone.
Hevith hesitated.
If he made his way over to her, he might disrupt the chance they had of trying to draw out the guard. Then again, there had been no sign of any of the guards for the last week. What if they had no intention of coming?
When he reached her, she shook her head. “They haven’t come. If they’ve decided they no longer have the same interest…”
“We’ll find another way,” he said, settling to the ground next to her. “If it comes down to it, we’ll do whatever we have to in order to get to safety. I’m trying to get to the others, but it will take time.”
Hevith stared toward the center of the yard. Waiting here had been painful and difficult and had only become marginally easier with the belief that he might be able to escape. Having that to hope for, that belief that there might be some way of getting free, had allowed him to feel something he hadn’t known in a long time. Seeing Vard had changed it, though. The other man wanted Hevith to do what was needed to get to safety, but he didn’t know if he’d be able to leave Vard behind again.
Alicia turned toward him. “I’m sorry. I should have told you that, but… I’m sorry.”
He shook his head. “You don’t have to apologize.”
“I think I do. You’d helped. I saw what you did and should have been thankful for that. Instead, I used you to try to get my family back.”
“What happened to them?”
“They were punished for trying to hide me. My parents were lost years ago,” Alicia said, her voice dropping to a whisper. Hevith was forced to lean closer to her to try to hear. “Yarshin can be difficult. Most of our kind didn’t have difficulty until the last year, but with each passing month, it got harder. Others tried to protect me, my brother, my baby sister. When they came…”
Hevith closed his eyes. “What happened to your brother and sister?”
“I don’t know. They were taken. I was taken. Felin was old enough to know what was happening. He’d seen what happened to our parents, the way we had to hide. Elena was a baby. She didn’t understand. She couldn’t.”
They were silent for a while. Darkness around them seemed to mute everything else, making it difficult to hear the sound of the guards’ footsteps on the wall. “I never wanted anything to happen to my sister,” he said.
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. When the wagons were attacked, she was lost. Like so many others in our caravan were lost.” He shook his head. He wished that he had a chance to undo some of the things he’d done to her before, say some of the things that he’d said to her differently. Perhaps that was normal.
“Felin and I were far enough apart in age that we never argued that much. I think we could have were we closer. He always followed me around, but I understood why he did it. In Yarshin, with the way our people were treated, it was safer that way.”
Maybe he would have reacted differently had he gone through what they had. Perhaps he would have treated Eliza better. Instead, he had let his frustration lead him. That was part of the edge his parents had always said he had.
“I couldn’t help them. I tried, which is why I was willing to do anything I could for them. There… there just wasn’t anything that I could do.”
“I understand what you were trying.”
“If the Movras would have done more, I wouldn’t have had to do anything. Had she been there for us, I wouldn’t have lost everything that I had.”
“Mel was trying to help.”
“She didn’t do anything. You were the first person she ever helped.”
“She helped others before.”
Alicia looked away from him, staring toward the far side of the prison yard. “There were others who had gone to her looking for help, but she refused. She was so concerned about maintaining the connection to the people that she forgot about the people she was trying to connect to.”
Hevith looked over at Mother. She served the people in the prison in a similar way, but he didn’t have that sense from her. For that matter, he hadn’t had the sense from Mel that she had been unwilling to help others. “She didn’t want to risk drawing the attention of the Nakum.”
“There were other things she could have done.”
“Such as?”
Alicia shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore, and certainly not here.” She got to her feet. “I need to keep moving.”
“You’re not going to wait and see if they come for you?”
“If they were going to come for me, they would have done it by now. That they haven’t…”
He turned away, past Karn, and back to the opposite side of the yard. Vard rested and Hevith sat down next to him, settling to the ground and trying, unsuccessfully, to find a way to relax.
He drifted in and out of sleep.
Flashes of dreams came to him. There were images of memories, those of times with his family, with the caravan, and surprisingly, even of Yarshin. In all of those memories, there was a sense of peace. There was no fear. Not like what he’d known almost exclusively ever since his capture.
When he awoke, the sun had already started to creep above the wall. He rubbed his eyes, sitting up and looking around the yard. There was little movement at this time of the morning. Most were starting to come around, though it would take some time before everyone was awake.
Vard still rested. The old man needed the sleep, so Hevith loathed waking him if he didn’t have to. Getting to his feet, he noticed Alicia lying curled up away from the others.
That was odd. Usually, she was awake early.
As he headed toward her, a worry rose within him. Not only was Alicia quiet, but the others near her were as well, almost as if they didn’t want to disturb her.
When he passed Karn, the other man glanced at him without saying anything before resting his head back down.
Reaching Alicia, he crouched down next to her. Fresh bruises marred her face. Her shirt had been tattered. She writhed slowly, moaning.
“What happened?” he whispered.
Alicia flicked open her eyes, looking up at him. “Hevith?”
“It’s me. What happened?”
She closed her eyes again, curling herself into an even tighter ball. “They came.”
“What?”
“They came. You were gone. I thought… I thought…”
Hevith sat back. He’d gone back to the other side of the yard and fallen asleep. Alicia had needed him and he hadn’t been there. They had missed out on their opportunity.
“They?” he asked.
She nodded slowly. “Two came. The big one. Another. They… weren’t kind.”
Two would have been more than he would have been able to manage. Especially if it was the large guard. The intention was to follow them, to see where they came from and how they snuck into the yard. Would he even have been able to do that with two?
“I’ll stay with you. It won’t happen the next time.”
“There won’t be a next time.”
“Why?”
She pulled her hands back. Hevith hadn’t realized that she had been holding herself like that, and now that she moved her hands, he saw a bloom of blood around her belly.
“They’ve never come together like that. I fought. I shouldn’t have.”
She grabbed her belly again, covering it.
Hevith glanced up at the guards patrolling, but didn’t see if there was anyone paying any attention. There had been no obvious fighting, so there would have been no reason for them to break out the crossbows. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t target her if they realized she wasn’t getting up.
Scooping her into his arms, he carried her, staying close to the wall, watching the inside of the yard, the guards, anyone who might be looking, as he made his way toward Mother.
When he reached her, she frowned at him. “What happened?”
“Two guards attacked her.”
Hevith settled her on the ground and Mother began her examination, peeling away Alicia’s hands, looking at her stomach, then moving along her arms and legs before finally getting to the bruising along her face.
“I was supposed to be there.”
Mother looked up at him. “There would have been nothing you could have done, Hevith.”
“I had a sword.”
“And they have them.” She nodded to the guards along the wall. “Do you think they really don’t know what’s going on down here? Do you think they didn’t know what these others were doing? We got lucky the last time, but it won’t happen again.”
“Will she come around?”
“I don’t know. A wound like this can go either way.”
“There has to be something you can do.”
“What happens next is up to Callah. This is his test for her.”
Hevith watched Alicia. She’d already been tested enough. After what she’d gone through, the way she’d suffered for her family, she didn’t deserve this. None of them did.
All of this because of the war.
All because these people didn’t like something about his people, people he had never known as his own.
Wandering away from Mother while she worked on Alicia, his mind raced.
Sunlight reflected off the sword lying next to Vard.
The sword had been lying in the open all night. Now in the daylight, there wasn’t anything he could do to hide whether the guards had seen it. And if they had, then it was already too late.
“What are you doing, Hevy?”
Hevith looked down at Vard. “They attacked Alicia last night. I was supposed to be there but wasn’t.”
Hevith kept his gaze on the guards. He positioned the sword behind him, trying to slip it behind his back, at least to keep it out of sight.
“There’s nothing you can do, Hevy. Nothing but die.”
Hevith looked down at Vard. Doing anything foolish might end with his death, leaving Vard alone. More than anything, he didn’t want to abandon Vard. The soldier had suffered enough and needed Hevith to help.
Slowly, he settled down to the ground, tucking the sword under him to hide it.
As he did, he still stared up at the wall, looking at the guards, watching as they patrolled. The captain looked down at them, his gaze drifting across the entirety of the yard. Hevith couldn’t shake the feeling the captain knew he was watching. And he didn’t care.
It was time for them to get out. It was time for the Jahor to fight back.
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VOLATAR
REACHING for the power of the elaron required I find a place deep within me. The power was a part of me, a part of my connection to something greater, and it was something I had trained to connect to for years.
Everything around me looked like a taunt. I was painfully aware that the images were nothing more than memories of this place, and not even my memories. Whoever had held this trap had skill, and triggered it in a way that was subtle—far subtler than any I had faced in quite some time.
Knowing that it wasn’t real helped, but only a little.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Shae asked.
“I’m not looking at you like anything,” I said.
There wasn’t a need to be interacting with her like this, but it did make me feel better.
“You have a look on your face. Sour, like you just tasted a bosen fruit.”
“I like bosen fruit.” I looked around. Coldan paced—or did he?
There had to be something around me that would serve as a way back. Even the most skilled at holding on to the trap would have something that I could use, though I would have to find what it was.
Not the temple. That would be difficult to track through. The memories there would be potent enough that it would be unlikely I’d be able to move through it.
The wall?
I had the sense that I had influenced the guard, but then he’d disappeared. That should have been enough of a warning that he wasn’t real. That none of this was real.
I’d allowed myself to be caught up in everything else around me and hadn’t noticed the signs I should have. They were signs I once would have seen as plain as day, and likely would have been able to turn to my advantage.
“Where are you going?” Shae asked, grabbing for my arm.
I had turned away, starting back toward the wall.
“I need to check on something.”
“It’s not safe back there.”
Frowning, I stared at Shae. Those weren’t her words.
Was she nothing more than a memory? Something that held me within the Place of Knowing, putting both Shae and Coldan there?
It would take a considerable power to hold both of us here. I had thought that she wasn’t a part of it, but maybe she was. If so, then I needed to find a way to bring both of us out.
How would I know?
There would have to be a way to connect to her and Coldan. That was the key, though if I connected to her and I was wrong, there was a real risk I would be brought deeper into the trap. Deeper into my mind and away from the real world. Deeper into the Place of Knowing.
That meant discovering if they were a part of it before I did anything else.
Doing so would be difficult. It required connecting to Shae and triggering some aspect of her ability. How would I be able to do that now?
If I connected to her and triggered her power, it was possible that I would release more of it than I should, drawing the wrong kind of attention to us. Already we had the wrong kind of attention. If they were aware of our presence well enough to trigger a trap, then we were in more danger than I had known. All I had thought we needed was to stay ahead of the various factions after us. I could keep ahead of most of the Vicenz. The Theren were quick, but they had no particular power other than numbers. And the Hith had considerable power, but the nature of the power they possessed was easy to discover. Once known, I could stay ahead of it.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Shae asked.
I forced my attention back to her. This would have to happen, and quickly, or we risked the possibility that we would be trapped here.
“I need to try something with you.”
“What?”
“We’ve not had a chance to work with your power yet.”
“Is now the time?” Coldan asked, looking around.
Though the street was empty, I could feel the same thing I suspected he could. There was an energy around us.
“We need to keep moving so we don’t end up—”
“We will keep moving,” I said to him, turning back to Shae. “This is important. I need you to look at me.”
“I am looking at you.”
“Not quite like that.” I met her eyes. They were a blue so deep they were almost purple. Power radiated from her, though much like everything when it came to Shae, there was no real control over it. She emanated that power, letting it spill out. “I need you to look at me.”
Holding on to her gaze, l focused my mind.
If I couldn’t do that much, there would be no point in trying to reach through her to attempt anything else. What I needed was to connect to her, to reach the power flowing into her. It was advanced magic, and the kind of thing I should be able to do easily.
Pressure built around me, though I didn’t know the source of it.
Ignoring that, I took Shae’s hands.
She looked up at me, a question in her eyes.
If she was here with me, then I had to do this.
The song drifted through my mind.
It started slowly, the words coming to me, but the more that I focused on the nature of the song, the easier it was to find that focus within myself. The nature of the song honed something deep within my mind. It was there, faded, but I could find it. It was the song of memories, of my past.
Staring at Shae, meeting her eyes, I looked inside her.
There was an element of that connection that was necessary.
It required that I follow the flow of her power, to chase it down through her and toward the stores of magic she possessed.
Resistance met me, though I didn’t know if the resistance came from me or from her. Pushing through it was dangerous, so rather than trying to overpower it, I waited.
Shae watched.
Something in her gaze shifted.
The resistance eased.
The flow of power down into her opened up.
Shae didn’t have enough control over her power to be able to command that on her own, so it was possible that someone else guided her—or this vision.
What I felt didn’t seem like a trap.
There was the sense of power that I could track deeper into Shae.
The elaron responded.
Surging outward, I let that power flow.
Shae was here. As was Coldan.
Which meant that whoever had captured us had significant power and skill. I would need to find a way to get us free and then be ready for whatever we faced.
Starting to withdraw, knowing they were here, I hesitated.
There was something about holding on to her power like I was that filled me with a different awareness of power.
Could I use that from her?
I didn’t need to draw her connection away, but I did need to find out whether there was anything that might help me understand where the trap had been sprung.
Holding on to the connection, I let that drag me along, guiding me through the city.
We didn’t move. Instead, we separated from the sense of ourselves, floating together.
I had never guided someone quite like this. If she lost control, both of us could be separated.
In this case, I wasn’t sure that it mattered. We had already been separated. That Shae and Coldan were here meant there was nothing else I could do other than guide them out. Doing so meant finding a way to head through the trap, traverse the layers of it that had to be there, and find our way to safety.
Traveling through the city this way, there was a disconnect between everything. Everything was cast in a haze, blurred around the edges so that everywhere I looked was off. It unsettled me. I couldn’t see much other than the outline of the buildings, the streets, and a sense of the scale of the city itself.
Having Shae and Coldan with me would make it hard on them as well. I wasn’t sure if either would be able to withstand the strangeness of all of this, and when I turned my attention to Shae, I could feel something within her, but even that connection was difficult.
I had to find the source of our captivity.
It was difficult to maneuver through here searching for that. I struggled with the strange blurriness around me, looking for anything that might make a certain sort of sense, but the longer I searched for it, the hazier things became.
Almost as if whoever was holding the trap knew I was looking.
They likely did. Which meant they likely knew that I had connected to Shae.
“Can you tell what we’re doing?” I asked.
She turned to me, though there was a sense of uncertainty to her.
“How are you doing this?”
“It’s not just me doing this. You’re doing it as well. I’m guiding us as best as I can, but you’re going to have to keep working on your own level of control. Focusing does little in this state. You have to use some deeper part of yourself to guide us.”
And that was the mistake I’d been making. I tried to force what happened, to force where we were going, knowing that it wouldn’t work. The reminder was good for me as well as for her.
“How do I use that?”
“Think about what you want. Let that guide you.”
“I don’t know what I should want.”
“You should want to escape from this.”
“We were in the city,” Coldan said.
Without looking over at him, keeping my focus on Shae, I shook my head. “We were in a trap. We need to find a way out, which means following the sense of power. It’s there, but we have to trace it. Whoever is holding this trap has considerable skill and they’re keeping us from going anywhere. Each time I try, we end up back where we started…”
Where we started.
That couldn’t be a coincidence.
“Focus on what we dealt with before we even entered the city.”
“The attack?”
“Was it?” I asked.
It had certainly seemed like an attack, but now I wasn’t as certain. What if none of that had even been real? It probably wasn’t. When I had returned, having influenced the guard, the attack had been there and I had blasted through it.
What if we were still there—and still under the same attack?
There would have to be some way to fight through it.
Tracking that feeling would be the key, but I wouldn’t be able to do it alone. How could I when I was tied as I was to Shae? We would both need to be a part of this.
“Think of the wall around the city. The sense you had before I returned. Think of the power you were holding.”
“Why?”
“That is how we will find our way back.”
“What if it doesn’t work?”
“Then we might find ourselves stuck.”
I focused on it, but only on that. Not on anything else, and certainly not on trying to move. That wasn’t going to be the way this power worked for either of us. I would need to let the image guide us back.
There came a sense of movement, but it was slow.
As there had been when I was reaching for Shae, there was a sense of resistance. This time, I suspected the resistance was external, not from Shae herself, but from whoever held this trap—probably the Vicenz, though I didn’t know if they had control over the Place of Knowing. Overcoming that resistance might be necessary, but it might be easier to find our way around it instead. Overpowering it would only utilize strength I wasn’t sure I had, or that I might need if and when we escaped.
Focusing, holding that place in mind, we continued to spiral around. Shae stayed with me, but then she drifted away, moving off to the side.
If I were to go after her, I would have to shift the nature of my focus. I wasn’t sure I would be able to do that with the layers that existed between reality and where I found myself now. Instead, I held on to the sense of the connection we shared. That connection was real. I could feel it. In doing so, I tried to call her back to me.
Still, I held on to the sense of where I suspected we had entered the trap. We were together within the trap, which suggested they had sprung it when we were together. Finding that place should be easy, but reaching it was the challenge.
Shae drifted farther from me, though Coldan remained nearby.
I didn’t like the separation and worried what would happen if she grew even more distant, but if I could get out of this state…
She might still be trapped.
In order to help Shae, I had to maintain my focus, while at the same time allowing the nature of the mental state to carry me as it needed.
Shae was there, near enough that I could still detect the connection that had been forged between us. Holding on to that bond, I used that as my focus, letting it draw us together again.
It happened slowly, but we were brought back together.
When she reached me, I tried to find some way to link us, but there wasn’t anything that would let me do so easily.
She remained near, which was enough.
Now that she was here, I focused on where I wanted to travel, thinking of where we had entered the trap and whether there was anything I could do that would free us. I would need to be the one to hold us together. Without that, she might drift again.
“Think of where we were when this happened. Focus on the attack,” I said.
“Why there?”
“Because I think that’s where this was triggered. We need to track back through the trap in order to find our way free. When we’re released”—not if. I didn’t want her to doubt we’d find our way out of this—“you’ll need to be prepared for another attack.”
“What sort of attack?” Coldan asked, reaching for his sword.
I doubted the sword would matter here, though it mattered to Coldan. “Considering how talented the person holding this trap must be, I think we need to be ready for a considerable physical attack.”
What I didn’t want them to fear until we knew better was that we might not physically be where we had been when we had entered this state. It was possible we would have been moved, though I hoped that would be less likely. For them to have done so would have meant they knew where to find us in the physical world.
Shae began to move.
I traveled.
It took me at a rapid clip, closer toward the edge of the city, the power of the movement sweeping me away from where I had been. The movement happened rapidly enough that I felt for a moment the thrill I used to when traveling in this way. There was a sense of power within it.
Shae was there, her control growing with each passing moment.
I met resistance, which meant she probably would have met with the same. There didn’t seem to be anything that slowed her. Perhaps her power was even greater than I thought—unless there was no resistance for her.
Could they be trying to separate us?
Perhaps my initial belief that they had tapped us together had been wrong. It might be that they had brought us together, though with Shae’s power, it was possible she might have been the one to have held us together, rather than whoever held the trap pushing her in this direction. If that were the case, then I needed to stay with her—or warn her.
I had to hold on to the focus. If I could do so, then I might be able to withstand the separation. Having connected to her by reaching into her power, there was a bond between us I could use, though I wasn’t sure it would be effective if they tried to trap me away from her. It would require that I hold on to the sense of her, borrowing from her power, something I had not tried so far.
She watched me. Through the faint connection, I could feel her concern.
I had to use that. Not only the concern, but the connection.
“I’m getting pulled away,” she said.
“I know.”
“Something is dragging me back.”
“Let them.”
“Them?”
I nodded. “I think they didn’t intend for you to be here. That would have surprised them.” If that hadn’t been their intent, then it surprised me, too. It meant that Shae would be powerful enough to hold on to me. “Let them drag you back.”
“You can’t mean that,” Coldan said.
“It’s the only way.”
“What about you?” Shae asked.
I looked at her, smiling sadly. “You don’t have to worry about me.”
“I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
Locking eyes with her, I surged briefly. It was enough to renew the connection between us, enough that I was able to delve into her mind—and power—however briefly. Because of that, I could borrow from her. “It won’t.”
She began to drift away, moving more quickly now than she had before.
At this point, I wasn’t sure if she could even do anything to resist what was happening to her. The trap held me—or it intended to—but Shae was free and they were pulling on her, dragging her mind away. That implied another level of control that I couldn’t help but feel impressed by.
The connection I shared with her, that bond that had formed between her mind and mine, allowed me to hold on to her. Though she was dragged away from me, I maintained my focus on her, rather than on where I had entered the trap. I could use that, holding on to Coldan as well, and bring us free.
She drifted to the point where I couldn’t see her anymore. The haze made it difficult to make anything out, though I didn’t need to be able to see anything. All I needed was to hold on to the focus of Shae’s mind.
Though she was no longer near enough for me to see, I could still detect that sense of her. It was there, not growing nearly as faint as the rest of her. Panic had set into the connection I had with her. During our travels, she’d been strong. Ignoring the fear that most felt as they were guided away. Proving that she had a deep-seated inner strength. That would be useful in her future training.
This was the first time that I had ever known her to be scared. The first time that her fear rolled through her in such a palpable way.
More than anything, it allowed me to track what she felt.
Did they know I could use that?
Probably not. If they knew, they would have deterred me. Perhaps they would have tried to shroud her mind more than they did. Though there might be little they would be able to do now that I had connected deep within her mind and to her power.
Holding on to that sense, I followed it.
The resistance pushed against me, but the longer I focused on what she experienced, I was able to find a way through the resistance. It wasn’t a matter of moving around it.
I exploded through.
Then I detected something I had not before.
Myself.
It was distant, but that awareness grew stronger the longer that I was freed from the resistance. I allowed myself to be guided toward it, drifting farther from the sense of Shae, and back into my body.
When I opened my eyes, I lay near the wall where we had been. As there had been in the initial image, three bodies lay around me, destroyed by my surge of power. Coldan lay sleeping, or incapacitated, a gash in his belly oozing.
But Shae was missing.
Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on where she had gone, but there wasn’t anything.
They had taken her.
Though I might be able to use the new connection that had formed between us, I didn’t know who had her. I didn’t know which direction they traveled. And I didn’t know how I was going to get her back before it was too late.
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HEVITH
THE DAYS PASSED SLOWLY for Hevith. Alicia lived, but she was seriously injured. He checked on her often, and Mother did everything she could, offering Alicia far more water than what Hevith thought was safe, almost as if she were offering up all the water she had left. Mother had done that with others, and Hevith wondered how she was able to tolerate going without water for as long as she had. He’d tried sharing some of his with Mother but hadn’t been able to do so for very long before he started to become delirious and Mother made him stop.
The guards didn’t pay any attention to them. At least, they paid no more attention than they had before. They continued their patrols, marching along the top of the wall, every so often pointing the crossbow into the yard, but there weren’t any fights. There was no reason for the guards to react.
It was strange, but the Firsters seemed calmer than usual. They continued their push to get to the front of the line, but there hadn’t been any further fighting. A little shoving, but not the usual knock-down kind of brawling that he’d seen before.
Hevith supposed he should be thankful for that, but instead he was left with a growing concern that even the Firsters were losing the fight within them. The guards were winning.
“Why don’t you tell me what you’re thinking?” Vard asked. “You’ve not been talking about your plan in days.”
“There’s nothing of that plan that works without Alicia,” he said.
“You could find where they came in.”
Hevith scanned the inside of the yard, no differently than he had for the last few days and weeks. “There’s no sign of where they come in.”
Vard shifted and crossed his legs while turning to look all around himself. “There would have to be some way to find how they snuck in here. The gate never opened?”
Hevith shook his head. “The gate is noisy enough that we would have heard it opening. They don’t come through the gate.”
“I suppose they could scale down the walls, but if they were to do that, they’d have to climb back up again. Can’t imagine they’d want to expose themselves like that.”
“There isn’t any easy way to scale the walls anyway. I’ve looked and haven’t seen anything.”
“Rock is too hard for them to come up from.” Vard smacked his hand on the ground. “When I was in the war, saw men learn to tunnel beneath walls, but something like this would be too hard to do.”
“Tried that myself. It wouldn’t work. Besides, we would have seen a sign of it.”
“Ah, damn, but you’re right. No other doors?”
“Not that I’ve seen.”
“You’ve looked everywhere?”
“Everywhere that I can.”
“That ain’t everywhere then, Hevy.”
Hevith looked across the yard toward the Firsters. “That’s the part of the yard I haven’t been able to get to.”
“If you haven’t looked, then you don’t know.”
Could that be why the Firsters remained there?
“Where you going?”
Hevith hesitated. He couldn’t just go over to the Firsters. Were he to do that, he would invite an attack. With as many of them as were over there—and as large—he couldn’t help but think he wouldn’t end up on the right end of any sort of attack like that.
“Best not to get yourself involved in that, especially if you know they might hurt you.”
Hevith made his way around the inside of the yard. He paused for a moment, glancing at the Firsters. The same older gray-haired man stepped forward, watching him. There was something about his gaze that troubled Hevith.
That was the one he had to be concerned about, though he also worried about Thirteen.
He didn’t see Thirteen in the crowd of the Firsters, though he knew he was there. He lingered close to the Firsters for little while longer, much longer than he had before. When he was done, he headed toward the back wall and made his way through the people he had started to get to know. He paused and visited with them, speaking softly to a few, getting answers from some, but not from all.
He didn’t take any offense by it. He listened, hearing the same pain he felt. They were hungry. Thirsty. More than anything, they feared what would happen.
Some were like Karn and seemed to have already given up. Others feared for what was coming, though he sensed a practicality to them as well.
Not all were like that, though. Some simply wanted to escape.
Hevith focused on those he thought might be helpful in an escape attempt. Mosal. Bernal. Olive. Petran. Guisal. Several others.
Maybe they could motivate the others.
Finally, he took a seat near Vard again.
They remained silent. The day passed slowly until the meal whistle sounded. Helping Vard toward the line, Hevith kept his gaze on the Firsters, watching as they forced their way to the front, jostling for position. One of the Firsters caught his attention.
“Can you manage a moment on your own?”
Vard frowned. “Hevy?”
“I’m just going to check on something.”
“Don’t go doing something stupid.”
He slipped away from Vard and waited near the end of the line, watching as the Firsters came through. Most of them hurried back to their side of the yard. He needed answers—and there was something more he thought he could do.
As Hevith approached Thirteen slowly, the Firster looked at him with suspicion.
“I thought we agreed you’d stay away.”
“We didn’t agree to anything,” Hevith said. “And I just need to ask you a question.”
He frowned. “What?”
“I want to know if there’s anything strange along the wall on your side of the yard.”
He’d been uncertain how to phrase it. Anything that he said had to be careful so he didn’t raise questions, but at the same time, he needed to share enough so that he could get answers.
“What sort of strange?”
“Like a crack.”
“You thinking of breaking out?” The sneer shifted into a dark smile. “You really must want an arrow in your chest.”
“I’m not thinking of breaking out. I just wondered if there was anything like that on your side of the wall. If you saw anything there.”
Thirteen looked over at the other Firsters. Hevith couldn’t tell if they were watching, but he wouldn’t be surprised if they were. Thirteen talking to him put him in a difficult situation.
“Listen, if you need to make it seem like we’re fighting so you can answer, go ahead.”
It occurred to Hevith that he wasn’t afraid of Thirteen the way he had been when he’d first been thrown into the prison.
Thirteen glared at him again. “If we fight again, you’re going to be the one left on the ground this time. Don’t think your friends will be able to protect you if it comes to that.”
“I doubt they’d try to protect me at all. They’d probably help me after you hurt me, but they might not be able to do much.”
Thirteen grunted, eyes narrowed, and he started to turn away. “No. There’s no crack in the wall.”
“Are you sure?” Hevith called after him.
“Don’t you think we would have taken advantage of it if there were?”
Hevith stood, staring at the Firsters, trying to look through the shadows of the wall near them to see if there was anything he might be able to uncover, but there was nothing visible. And Thirteen was right. If there was something on the wall, he would have expected the Firsters to be the ones to try to take advantage of it.
Which left him without any answers.
He still didn’t know how the guards got into the yard. How they had attacked Alicia.
A thought came to him. Maybe a way of getting through to the Firster. “Wait. You say you’re a survivor, but are you strong enough to do what you really need to survive?”
Tension filled Thirteen immediately. “What are you getting at?”
“You see her?” Hevith nodded toward Alicia, uncertain whether Thirteen would be able to see her from where he was. “The guards were sneaking in. Using her.”
“Using her how?”
“I think you know.”
Thirteen’s eyes twitched slightly. “What do you want from me?”
“Just a little help.”
The other man grunted. “Why do you think I would want to help you?”
“I don’t. But Mother treated you like you were worth something, so why shouldn’t I?”
Thirteen glared at him. Hevith wasn’t sure what he was expecting. Not much. How could the man do much? He’d been a prisoner long enough that he had forgotten who he was before.
Hevith would not forget.
“You were a soldier. I don’t know who you fought for—or who any of you fought for,” he added, looking at the Firsters, “but it doesn’t matter. We’re all here together now. We could work together.”
Thirteen grunted.
Hevith sighed. “If you change your mind and see me making my move, I’d welcome your help.”
He turned away, heading toward the food line, taking a place toward the back of it. It had been a while since he’d been last in line, ever since his injury and attempt to recover, and when he got toward the front, he took the dregs of the stew, the warm water, and headed back to take a seat next to Vard.
“Didn’t find anything,” Vard said.
Hevith looked into his bowl. There wasn’t much food.
“Nothing.”
“You sure he was telling you the truth?”
Hevith shrugged. “Maybe not. He’s got no reason to lie, though. He said they would have tried to pry open a crack if there had been one.”
“Makes sense.” Vard tipped back his bowl and drank the rest of it.
“That’s what I thought. That’s why it doesn’t make sense for them to lie about it. If there was anything, they would have dug into it. Now I still don’t know how the guards got inside.”
Vard shook his head. “Not the wall. Not the ground. Not from above. They just appear. Sounds like magic.”
“They’re guards with swords and crossbows, not the Hith.”
“They’re guards who serve the Hith. Maybe they work with them. For all you know, they are them.”
Marlena had mentioned something about the Hith. Could she, with her gift of Callah, have known something more?
If the Hith were there, then maybe they used magic to hide the doorway. Maybe there was something more that he had to determine, though without someone being able to counter the Hith magic, how would he be able to do so?
As he turned back to Mother, he wondered if perhaps others also shared in the gift of Callah. If so, maybe they could use that. And if they could use it, he wondered if perhaps they might be able to counteract the way the Hith concealed some entrance to the prison.
Hevith looked up at the wall. That seemed a strange use of power, but perhaps they were hiding a doorway.
Finishing his food, drinking the rest of his water, he got up.
“Where are you going?”
“To check on Alicia.”
He wandered along the wall, passing a few others and nodding to them as he went. All were quiet, focused on their food, on eating as quickly as they could. When he reached Alicia, she was resting in the shadows from the overhang of the guard walkway. Mother had cleaned Alicia’s clothing as much as possible, but it was still tattered and torn from the attack. The bruising on her face had faded, though the remnants of it were angry.
“She needs her rest.”
Hevith glanced up at Mother. “How is she?”
“Recovering. Slowly. I think she will pull through, though she’ll need more time.”
Hevith watched Alicia. She was motionless and breathed steadily, but her color had improved since the attack. He had to think Mother was right and that she would pull through.
“Can I sit with her?”
“Have I ever prevented you from doing so?”
Mother wandered toward the darkest part of the shadowed section of wall and spoke softly to the others who were there. Hevith glanced over at them. He didn’t know Mindan or Olivia well, though he knew they worked with Mother and helped her with everything she did.
“You’re looking better,” he whispered to Alicia.
She didn’t move. Her eyes fluttered a moment, as if she heard him, before even that eased.
“I’ve been trying to find where they attacked. How they got into the yard, but there isn’t anything I could uncover. I even went to the Firsters, but there’s no spots in their part of the yard the guards would have been able to come through.”
Vard’s comments stuck in his head as he took a seat near Alicia. He found himself holding on to her hand, squeezing it gently. She didn’t squeeze back, but he was reassured by the warmth of her skin. When he’d first found her after the attack, she’d been so cold.
The guards had to have some way of getting in.
Not through the gate. When he looked toward the massive gate, he knew they would have heard if they came through that. When it was opened at mealtime, there was a distinct grinding sound that mixed with the whistling, a warning of what would come. If not the gate, then he thought about coming over the wall, but there would have been some sign of it in the guard they’d killed. He would have seen something. And he didn’t think there was any way for them to have come through the ground. As he’d told Vard, it was too hard for that.
It left going through the wall. Another door.
There wasn’t another door, though.
Maybe it was a combination of magic and mundane.
His attention turned to the Firsters. He hadn’t gone over there himself, but he had no reason to believe Thirteen lied to him. And if there was a crack in the wall indicating a doorway, he had to believe the Firsters would find a way to take advantage of it.
Alicia squeezed his hand slightly. It was barely anything, but having her squeeze his hand at all was an accomplishment.
“I’m here,” he whispered.
“Hevith?”
He smiled. “You’re looking better.”
“I thought I’d be dead by now.”
“There’s still time,” he said.
She started to laugh and cut off as she began to wince. “It hurts.”
“I’m sure it does. Mother has done what she can. She says you’ll come through this, but it will take some time.”
“That’s all they’ve given us here.”
“What’s that?”
“Time.”
Hevith squeezed her hand. “Don’t try to say too much. Or do too much.”
“What choice do I have?” She closed her eyes and her breathing steadied.
Hevith sat next to her, watching her, before getting to his feet. Mother had warned that she needed her rest, and he wasn’t going to be the one to disrupt that for her. Besides, she was right. There was nothing more than time here. That was what the guards gave them. Just enough food to keep living. However tormented that life might be, there wasn’t anything else he could do.
Looking across the yard, his gaze was again drawn toward where he had found Alicia. Though he had looked there before, maybe he’d missed something.
Crossing the yard, he glanced up at the guards, worried that he would draw their attention, but as usual, they continued their patrol, ignoring him. The Firsters watched him, and in the darkness of that section of the prison, he could just make out Thirteen staring at him. Hevith ignored all of that.
When he reached the far side of the yard, he noticed that the ground still carried the bloodstains from Alicia’s attack. Eventually, it would fade to nothing, baked by the sun or washed away by the infrequent rains, but for now it served as a reminder of what had happened to her.
The wall looked no different here than it did anywhere else. Smooth, almost perfectly so. Surprising care had been put into the construction of the walls and the rest of the prison. Hevith ran his fingers along it. The stone was warm as it often was, and rough to the touch. There was no sign of how the guards had gotten in.
Turning in place, from here he could survey the rest of the yard. The Firsters were far enough away that anyone staying here would have enough of a warning if any were to come. It was part of the reason this section was safe for those who could pose a threat to the Firsters. Mother and the injured and elderly were on the far side, forming a triangle with this section. In between were stragglers like Karn. A few others preferred to be alone, much like Hevith had when he’d first come here.
There wasn’t anything about the walls he could uncover. Not the Firsters. Not here. Not the spaces in between.
What about by Mother?
Hevith hadn’t spent any time looking there. The idea that there would be a space in the wall on that part of the yard seemed laughable, especially considering the attack on Alicia. Mother wouldn’t have allowed it.
Still… Vard’s comment lingered in his head, and he couldn’t shake it.
Hevith began to wander along the wall. He stared at the sections nearest him, but still saw nothing. When he passed Karn, the other man looked up.
“You still think you’re going to find a way out of here?”
“I’m going to find something,” he said.
“You’ve looked everywhere.”
“Not everywhere.”
Hevith continued along the wall. When he neared Vard, the other man sat up, watching him.
“Something’s on your mind, Hevy.”
He nodded. “Something you said.”
“I say a lot of things. Not all of them make sense.”
“This one did.”
“What was that?”
“There has to be a way in we didn’t see.”
“I thought you looked everywhere.”
Hevith grunted. “I thought I did too, but there’s one place I didn’t check yet.”
Vard got to his feet, following Hevith. “Where are you going?”
“It’s fine, Vard. I’m just looking. Probably nothing, anyway.”
Hevith neared Alicia again. She was resting quietly. Her breathing was regular, slow. Her hands clasped across her belly, protecting the injury.
He headed toward Mother, hidden in the shadows as she so often was. When he approached, she looked over at him.
“Can I do anything for you, Hevith?”
“I just wondered…” Hevith wasn’t even sure what to tell her. That he wondered if there was some hidden doorway here? If there was, why would Mother keep it concealed?
She looked from him toward Alicia. “I don’t know how long it will take for her to recover, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“I know you can’t tell me that. She woke up, so that’s better than what she’d been like before.”
“It can take days for her to fully come around. I’ll do whatever Callah calls me to do for her, no differently than I’ve done for everyone else here.”
Hevith nodded. What was he thinking? Mother wouldn’t hide anything. She had helped so many here, and because of her, and what she’d done, people like Hevith had survived when they would have died.
He looked at the wall behind her as he started to turn away.
And froze.
A strange shape caught his attention. Almost perfectly symmetrical, it looked like a section of the wall had been traced in dark ink. A perfect line.
Hevith stared longer before tearing his gaze away, his heart hammering.
Why would Mother be hiding this from them?
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HEVITH
THE STRANGE OUTLINE on the wall drew his attention. Hevith couldn’t take his gaze off it, though he didn’t want to draw too much notice. Crouching next to Alicia, he studied the wall to understand what he’d seen. There had to be something more to it. He didn’t want to believe Mother had hidden some access to the prison, but what if she had?
When the whistle blew for the mealtime, Hevith made a show of trying to help Alicia up. There were others who might need his help, including Vard, but the old soldier only glanced in his direction before stumbling forward, reaching the line on his own. Every so often, Vard would shoot him a questioning gaze, but Hevith made a point of ignoring it.
Mother leaned forward, checking on Alicia, running her hands along her sides. “I can stay with her. You should get into line before there’s nothing left.”
“It’s fine. I think she’s coming around. I’d like to be there when she does.”
Mother frowned at him. “You need your strength, Hevith, especially with what you plan.”
An entrance like that could explain how she’d been getting all the water. What other supplies might she have obtained that way?
He looked up at her, locking eyes for a moment, before turning his attention away and down at Alicia. “I don’t know that I can do anything now.”
“It will be as Callah wills. Go on. Get some food.”
Hevith considered arguing, but that would only raise Mother’s suspicion.
He would have to find another way to investigate, and it would have to be at a time after she was gone, but she stayed in the same section of the yard most of the time. There wouldn’t be a good or easy way to draw her off.
Heading over to the line, he found himself near the back of it. It wasn’t a great place to be, especially as his stomach rumbled angrily at him, as if warning him that he wouldn’t get nearly enough food.
By the time he got to the head of the line and back out, he stared into his bowl while eating, making his way back toward Alicia.
“Why did you ask me about my section?”
Hevith looked up. He’d been wandering absently, focused on his thoughts and food, and hadn’t paid any attention to Thirteen coming up to him. The larger man gripped his bowl at his side—already empty—and leaned close to Hevith while talking.
Hevith debated how much he should even say to Thirteen. He might need him and the others. They had been soldiers. It didn’t forgive their behavior, but perhaps they could come around and help.
“How many of your men have tried to escape?”
Thirteen studied him. “There’s no escape. Even you must have seen what happens when you try.”
“I’ve seen it. I’m just—”
“Thinking of getting yourself killed.” Hevith started to turn. He wasn’t going to be able to get through to him. Perhaps not to any of them. He’d tried, but the Firsters were a different kind of person. “You know she isn’t really helping anyone,” Thirteen went on. “This is war. People should die in there, if they’re not strong enough to be on top. Anything less than thriving or dying is giving up.”
Thirteen grabbed his wrist. “That’s not the way I see it.”
“The only difference between myself and the people who died trying to escape is that I’m not stupid enough to get myself killed.”
When Thirteen released Hevith’s wrist, he pulled away, settling down to the ground near Alicia and beginning to eat. As he did, he kept looking toward Mother. It was difficult to see anything in the shadows, and he couldn’t even be certain that what he’d seen was real, but he thought it had been there.
When he was done, he waited. There were times when Mother would get up and help some of the other injured. All he needed was for her to move enough that he could see something in the darkness.
Mother stayed where she was, whispering softly to the others near her. Every so often, she looked up, almost as if she were aware of him watching. Hevith hurriedly looked away, turning his attention back to Alicia, not wanting Mother to know that he was trying to find an answer.
As darkness fell, Hevith still didn’t have a good sense of whether he’d seen anything or not. Maybe it had been nothing more than a confluence of shadows, enough that it made it seem like there was a line on the wall but there really wasn’t. He’d been sitting in the same place for long enough—too long, probably. It was likely Mother would start to question why he hadn’t gotten up.
He made his way over to Vard and took a seat near him.
“What is it?” Vard whispered.
“Why does it have to be anything?”
Vard chuckled softly. “I’ve been around you long enough, Hevy. I know that face of yours. Something happened.”
“Nothing happened.”
“You look like you’re trying to work out the answer to some puzzle but you can’t. Tell me what you’re working on and I’ll see if I can help you figure it out.”
“I’m not sure you can help with this.”
Vard looked over at him, frowning deeply. “It’s like that now?”
“Like what?”
“Have you grown so much you don’t even need me?”
“Vard…”
“Not that I can blame you. This kind of place forces you to either become a man or to die. Glad you didn’t die, but I don’t know that I’m ready to see you become a man quite yet.”
Hevith stared toward Mother, hoping the growing darkness would shield his gaze from her.
“I might have found how the guards got into the yard,” he whispered.
“I thought you’d given that… oh. I see.”
Hevith glanced over and saw Vard watching him. “I might be wrong.”
“Might?”
“There’s something behind her, Vard. When I looked over there, I swear I saw something.”
“You know what an accusation like that will do.”
“I know if I’m wrong what it will mean for me.”
It would mean he would be isolated again. In the time that he’d been welcomed on this side of the yard, having others to visit with, having that companionship, had meant more than he had expected it would. Losing that would be painful. He didn’t want to end up back with Karn. He didn’t want to end up sitting and waiting for the next time something happened, worried that if it did, Mother wouldn’t help.
But if she was hiding something…
“I’m more concerned about what it means if you’re right. If you’re right, then you’ve got to wonder why she’s hiding something. What purpose would she have?”
There didn’t seem to be any reason for Mother to hide that.
Unless she thought she was protecting them.
“Maybe it’s better if I talk to her.”
“It’s always better to talk than to fight.”
“I didn’t say I was going to fight.”
“You didn’t have to. I could see that look on your face.” Vard twisted so he could look at him, leaning closer. “One thing I’ve learned from all my time soldiering is that there could always be a bit more talk. Too often we go rushing into a fight, not asking the one question that would make it all make sense.”
“What question is that?”
“Why?” Vard shook his head. “When I was fighting, most of the time we were sent off, told where to go, who to fight, and then we got a chance to come home. In my younger days, I never questioned. That wasn’t my role. I did what I was told because that was the job. As I got older, well, let’s just say I started to question. They didn’t like that too much.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not going to go off and kill for the wrong reason. The moment they learned that, I was told my services were no longer required.”
“I don’t think there’s a right reason to kill,” Hevith said softly.
“You’d be surprised. There are times when fighting is the only way. Too often that means killing. If you’re not willing—or able—then another will.” Vard looked past him, toward Mother. “There are other times when fighting isn’t the answer.”
Hevith sat in place for a long moment, looking across the yard.
Vard was right. He needed to get information, and that meant asking questions, not sneaking. It was time to be direct.
As he got to his feet, Vard nodded to him. “That’s not something you should do, Hevith. Something like that could get you killed.”
“I thought you said fighting isn’t always the answer.”
“I didn’t say this was one of those times. There might not be any way for you to get through this other than fighting. Might be the only way any of us survive is for others to die.”
“I refuse to believe that’s true.”
Vard sighed and leaned back. “You’re starting to sound like your pa now.”
Hevith forced a smile and headed toward Mother.
He had to go straight there. He didn’t want to turn away, didn’t want to take the risk that he would lose the nerve. If this went poorly, he hoped Mother would take a measure of pity on him.
As he approached, he found her sitting in the same place she had been all day. Phalea sat nearby, though the woman often sat near Mother. Both watched him.
“What is it, Hevith?”
He studied the wall. In the darkness, it was difficult to tell whether there was anything there. “I’ve been trying to figure out how the guards got into the yard.”
“I’m aware of what you intend.”
Hevith looked up, meeting her gaze. He refused to look away. “It’s not through the gate. That would make too much noise, and I think they didn’t want others to know. And I don’t think they’re climbing down the walls, either.”
Mother watched him, saying nothing.
“That’s why we’ve been focused on whether they had some way of coming through the wall. We’ve looked and haven’t been able to find anything, but we’ve been convinced there has to be something there.”
“And you’ve uncovered something?”
Hevith held her gaze. He needed to get it out. “I’ve looked everywhere in the yard. I even went to the Firsters, but there wasn’t anything unusual about their section of the wall. If there was, they would have been all over it.”
Mother flicked her gaze toward the Firsters. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and he wondered if she were able to see them from here, though that seemed unlikely in the darkness. “That sounds like them.”
“Like I said, I’ve looked everywhere, but didn’t come up with anything.”
“You’ve come here to tell me that you didn’t come up with anything?”
“I came here to tell you that I haven’t searched all of the yard.” He nodded past her. “This section of the wall. I haven’t had a chance to see if there’s anything here.”
“And if there is?”
“I’d have to question why.”
Mother got to her feet. She was shorter than him, thinner, and with her graying hair and slight stoop to her back, appeared much frailer. There was still something in the way she leaned toward Hevith that suggested a sense of power, and it almost seemed as if the moonlight shone on her, making her glow. “There’s nothing on this side of the wall, Hevith.” She smiled at him, but there was no sense of warmth in it. “I think it’s good you’ve been looking into it and are attempting to be thorough, but I would have told you, were there something here.”
He stared at the wall. He’d been certain about what he’d seen, though he hadn’t known what it meant. All he’d been able to tell was that there had been a line on the wall.
“Can I look?”
“There’s no need for you to look. I’ve been here a long time, and you know that I would do anything that would give our people the chance to survive.”
Hevith nodded slowly. She didn’t deny it, which troubled him. “I know you’ve done everything you can to help the people, but if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to look at the wall here.”
Mother crossed her arms over her chest, and in that moment, Hevith thought that he’d have to argue with her, perhaps even try to push past her in order to look at the wall. Doing that would mean any goodwill he might have with Mother would be gone. Anyone on this side of the wall who might have been willing to help would disappear. He would be isolated. Alone.
Worse, if she were working with the guards—and, by extension, with the Hith—they might use their magic to hide the section of the wall. It might even be the reason he hadn’t seen anything before now.
A soft moan echoed in the night.
Hevith glanced behind him. He couldn’t tell where it came from, but it seemed to be from somewhere close by. Not the far side of the yard as it had so many other nights.
“Come with me, Hevith,” Mother said. “I could use your help.”
This would be his chance. If she left, he could stay and look.
“I need to check on Alicia.”
“She’s fine. Someone else out here might not be.”
Hevith looked to the wall, but the moan split the night again and he tore his gaze away, heading after Mother.
They found the source of the moaning.
“Vard?” he whispered.
Vard gripped his stomach, writhing in place as he did. His eyes were squeezed closed and sweat dripped from him.
Hevith crouched next to the man, trying to take his hands. Vard wrapped his arms around his stomach, holding tightly and with more strength than Hevith would have expected him to possess at this point.
“What’s wrong with him?” Hevith asked.
Mother touched a hand to Vard’s neck, then to his cheeks, before resting her head on his chest and listening. “I don’t know.”
“He was fine a little while ago. I was talking to him…”
Hevith managed to pry one of Vard’s hands away from his stomach. As he did, he realized why the other man was moaning the way that he did.
A crossbow bolt stuck out of his belly.
Hevith looked up at the top of the wall, but none of the guards were nearby.
Why would they have shot him?
The guards only shot those involved in fighting—or who tried to escape. Vard wasn’t a threat to escape. He was too weak. Still injured, though recovering.
“You need to help him,” he said.
Mother touched the crossbow bolt in Vard’s stomach. “There’s not much that can be done for him. You’ve seen it yourself. You know what happens.”
“No.”
Hevith lifted Vard, standing and turning in place.
“Hevith—”
“He didn’t deserve this. No one deserves this.”
“The guards probably overheard the two of you talking and planning,” she said.
He blinked. “What?”
She met his gaze. “You know as well as I do the only reason the guards attack like this.”
“Vard wasn’t doing anything. He was only…”
He’d only been talking to Hevith about the wall.
Hevith stormed away, heading straight toward where Mother spent most of her time. As he neared, Morad looked past him before sliding in front of him.
“Move,” Hevith snapped.
“What are you doing?” Mother asked.
Hevith settled Vard on the ground and pushed Morad out of the way. Mother tried to move in front of him, but Hevith stepped past.
“There’s nothing you can do to help your friend,” Mother said.
“Not in here there isn’t.”
He looked at the wall. Up close, it looked much like every other part of the wall. The stone was smooth, almost perfectly so, and yet shadows played along the surface of it, leaving a strange irregularity.
Hevith touched it.
There was a seam in the wall.
Approximately three feet wide and barely more than a pace across, it was the hidden door he’d been looking for. Even up close, it was difficult to see.
“How do you open it?” He turned to Mother.
She watched him. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”
“How?” His voice was too loud, and he knew it, but seeing Vard injured—probably dying—he didn’t care. All he cared about was getting answers. That started with getting the door open.
“Hevith. You need to take a moment to breathe. This isn’t what you think it is.”
“What I think is that there’s a hidden door here. You’ve been keeping it from us.” He glanced over at Alicia, who lay motionless. “You let this happen?”
She tipped her head to the side. “Let it happen? No, Hevith. I didn’t let it happen. This is Callah’s will. But I have hidden it.”
“Why?”
“Because I had no other choice.”
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HEVITH
HEVITH COULDN’T TAKE his eyes off Mother. Though the inside of the yard spread around him, darkness filling it, he felt as if he were in a small room. Everything pressed in upon him, leaving him feeling much the same way he had when the wagons had been attacked. Helpless.
“Why?”
“Callah called on me.”
He could only shake his head. “You’ve been working with them?” He looked up at the guards patrolling the walls. His heart hammered, nausea threatening to roll up through him. All he wanted was to sit, but he couldn’t. If he did nothing, Vard would die from his injury. “You’re the reason Vard was attacked? Alicia?”
“I’m not the reason.”
Hevith pushed back the temptation to reach for the anger boiling within him. It wouldn’t do any good. He needed answers. They all needed answers.
She’d been hiding it.
Vard was attacked after he and Hevith started discussing the wall.
It had to be connected.
“You’ve been hiding this from us. From all of us.”
Mother took a step toward him. “How do you think I’ve gotten the water I’ve needed to heal you and the others? Extra food? Life in the yard is hard, Hevith. This is what Callah has offered.”
Hevith could only shake his head. “You’ve failed your god. You exchanged our safety for—”
“I did what I had to in order to save my people.” Mother watched him, a strangely serene expression on her face. “Callah calls each of us in a different way. We’re tested. Some of us will pass, but most will not.”
He looked over at Phalea, half expecting her to be as surprised as he was, but he saw nothing but a resolute expression on her face. She had known.
Hevith looked at the wall. “How do you open it?”
“There is no opening it. Not from here.”
“How?”
She said nothing.
He began pressing on it. There had to be some way to trigger the door to slide open. Running his fingers along the seam in the wall, he found nothing.
“Open it,” he said, stepping toward her.
As he did, something strange began to happen to Morad.
He began to glow.
At first it was softly, but then it increased in intensity. There was a sense of power, a tingling that washed over his skin.
He was calling upon the power Mel had tried explaining to him.
It was real.
“You can feel it, can’t you, Hevith?” Mother whispered.
He tore his gaze off Morad.
“You understand that Callah has chosen us. You need only embrace it. Then you can access the power of Callah. You can draw upon it. You can be free.”
“If you can access the power of Callah, then save him.” He pointed to Vard. “Save Alicia. They need help.”
“I’m afraid that’s not how it works.”
“Then how does it work?”
“If we reveal too much, they will use us.” She nodded to the guards.
“You’ve already been used by them.”
“To keep others alive. To continue to serve Callah. Not to be used by them. Why else would I save those I could?”
Hevith backed away. He couldn’t believe what was happening. That Mother would have done this to them. That she could be responsible for what had been happening.
Vard moaned near him.
“Help him. Please,” he whispered.
“Callah must test you. With the heat of your testing comes the strength he must forge.”
“I don’t want Callah to test me. All I want is…”
All he’d wanted his entire life was to help his people. It was what his father had raised him to do. Though he’d failed them, that didn’t mean he would fail again.
The people in the yard needed him to stand up for them.
Hevith had seen it.
Looking around the yard, his gaze swept across all of those here. So many he now knew. Names. Faces. Where they’d been. What they hoped for. What they’d lost. They were different, but they shared something: suffering and the war.
There had to be a way to open the door.
Hevith hurried away from Mother and stopped where Vard had been. The sword was gone. None of the Firsters would have crossed the yard to have taken it. The other group rarely left their side of the yard.
Hevith hurried along the wall and found Karn crouched. “Where is the sword?”
“You don’t want to leave something like that lying around. It can be dangerous.”
Hevith didn’t see the sword, though with the way Karn sat propped against the wall, it was difficult to determine anything. He could be hiding it beneath him.
“I need it back.”
“Why?”
“To get help for my friend.”
Karn cocked his head to the side. “There’s no helping in here. There’s no friends.”
“There could be. I tried to help you.”
“And look where it got you.”
Hevith took a deep breath. “It kept you alive. That’s all I wanted.”
Karn was silent for a long moment. “Why?”
“Does it even matter?”
“I suppose not.”
“I did it because you were kind to me. You were the only one when I came here who was.”
“That wasn’t kindness. It was honesty.”
“Which I needed.”
“You’re not going to be able to escape. You’ve seen what happens to those who try.”
“I have, but I found how the guards have been getting in.”
Karn shifted, and Hevith saw a flash of metal from the sword. “Doesn’t matter.”
Hevith noticed a hint of interest in his eyes. Just a flash. “Mother has been hiding it. There’s a small door. Wide enough for them to come in. She won’t show me how to open the door, which is why I need the sword.”
“Never figured you for torturing someone for answers.”
“Not torture her. I think I can use the sword to pry open the door.”
Karn grunted. “Take it. Get yourself killed trying to escape. Be the next one they shoot.”
Hevith took the offered sword, hesitating a moment. “You could come with me. We could all get out.”
“I’m no fool.”
He stood near the wall, keeping the sword off to the side, careful that he didn’t reveal it to the guards patrolling overhead. With the darkness, it should be difficult for them to make him out, but not impossible.
“You are if you stay. You know what happens here. Either you die or you end up their slave. Is that what you want?”
Karn sniffed. “Doesn’t matter what I want. There’s no escaping. Anything you try to do will fail.”
“At least I’ll have tried.”
He watched Karn. If he managed to escape, he would need an ally. He’d need someone to help carry Vard and Alicia. He wouldn’t be able to do it alone.
“Tried and died,” Karn said.
Hevith sighed heavily and hurried across the yard, back toward Mother. Movement on the far side of the yard caught his attention but as he looked toward the Firsters, he wasn’t able to see anything.
When he reached Mother, Morad still blocked him from reaching the wall. Mother crouched next to Vard, running her hands along his belly. He was still alive, but for how much longer?
Hevith had seen enough people in the yard get shot by the crossbows. The guards were brutally skilled with them, rarely missing. When the bolts struck, they were almost always fatal.
“What are you doing?”
“I didn’t say he had to die in agony,” she whispered.
If Mother would help, how could he stop her? Vard needed whatever she could offer.
Looking up at Morad, he said, “Get away from the wall.” Hevith pointed the sword at Morad. “Please.” He hated that he begged, but this was Mother. Whatever her reasons, she had helped him. Others in the prison, as well.
“You’re not going to use that on either of us,” Mother said.
Morad still had the soft glow. If he was somehow Chosen by Callah, then why couldn’t he use that power? There would have to be some way to use it to help Vard. Alicia. Others who had suffered.
And he probably had.
There had been quite a few who had been severely injured, and yet Mother and the others had administered to them, working on them. Many—and far more than he suspected would be likely—had survived.
“You have to help him.”
“I’ve already told you what would happen if I helped. They’ll know we draw upon the power of Callah and they will want to use it.”
“You’ve already pulled on the power of Callah—or whatever it is. Use it to help them, or step aside.”
He stepped forward, but Morad didn’t move. The brightness radiating off him started to intensify. It was strange how Hevith could feel it, the energy coursing along his skin, leaving the hairs of his arm standing on edge. The power in the air seemed to surround him.
“This is our chance. Let us have it! We don’t have to stay here. We can escape from the Hith.” Mother watched him and Hevith just shook his head. “You may think this nothing more than Callah’s test, but I’m changing the rules.”
He slipped the sword into the crack along the door. Sliding it around the seam, he tried to find a way to open it, some edge that he might be able to leverage, but there wasn’t anything. The sword went deep into the wall, burying nearly half the blade, but even as he slid it along, there still wasn’t any way to open it.
He’d found the way the guards had been getting in. The way they had been taking people at night. The key to escaping.
And now he wouldn’t be able to open it.
Turning back to Mother, he left the sword buried in the wall. “How do you open the door?”
She watched him, her gaze drifting to Phalea. “You won’t be able to do it,” Mother said.
“There’s a way to open it. There has to be.”
Mother watched him. It seemed to Hevith that a sense of pressure built from her. “There is a way, but not for you.” Now there was no doubting that she glowed.
“Why not?”
“I was wrong.”
“Wrong?”
“I thought you were Chosen. I was wrong.”
Hevith laughed bitterly. “Wrong? You’re saying Callah isn’t trying to test me? That I’m here because of some other reason and not your god?”
“You’re here to test me,” Mother whispered.
Hevith reached for the sword, pulling it back out of the wall and pointing it at Mother. “I’m here because of my bad luck. I’m not here to test anyone. Now tell me how to open it. I’m getting the Jahor out of here.”
He realized that he meant it. He wanted to escape, but he also wanted to ensure others escaped, too.
“There is no way out of here. Not for anyone. You’ve seen how they all die.”
Hevith shook his head in irritation. “The guards have gotten in here several times. They come through this.” He jabbed at the door with his sword. “And they take people away from here. Are you going to pretend this was all for Callah? No god would want his people to suffer the way you seem eager to see yours suffer.”
“I don’t know how. There has been no purpose in others knowing the door exists. My hiding it keeps others safe. Food. Water. Healing—”
“No purpose other than to hide from us what they’ve been doing. No purpose other than keeping us from knowing how much danger we’re in.”
“There’s nothing that can be done other than to follow the will of Callah,” Mother said.
“The will of Callah is to have your people suffer?” Hevith swept his gaze around the yard. “How many know what you did? How many would still follow you when they learned?” Even if Hevith were forced to stay, he couldn’t remain near Mother anymore.
“The will of Callah must be…”
She turned and began to glow softly, a hint of pressure building from her.
Hevith looked after her, wondering what she might have seen and what drew her attention. He wasn’t able to tell that much, other than that there was a sense of movement on the far side of the wall, coming from near the Firsters.
He’d seen movement earlier in the night.
Now that he thought about it, he wondered why he would have seen anything. The Firsters usually remained quiet at night.
“What is it?” Morad asked.
“They’re coming.”
“The guards?” Hevith asked.
Mother looked over at him, and there was a brightness in her eyes that wasn’t there normally. It shone for a moment before fading. “The guards are watching. They know.”
He glanced overhead. The guards were watching.
Among them was the captain.
He had a sword unsheathed, but why?
Unless he planned on coming into the yard.
Darkness moved around him, as if the night had come alive and embraced him.
More brightness began to build from Mother, slowly, gradually, and with increasing intensity. As it did, Hevith could make out the shadowed forms on the far side of the wall.
Firsters.
They were heading toward them.
It seemed as if they were wrapped in shadows. Swallowed by darkness that seemed to emanate from the top of the wall.
From the captain.
Was he using some dark magic?
Thirteen was among the Firsters stalking toward them.
Mother took a step forward.
Morad reached for her, grabbing her shoulder and pushing her back. “You don’t need to risk yourself. Save it for another time.”
“Risk herself?” Hevith grunted. “She’s hidden this access all this time. What’s she risking?”
Phalea shot him a look. “You understand so little. And you’re dangerous.”
“What’s dangerous is—”
Hevith didn’t have the chance to finish. Movement surged toward them.
The Firsters were coming.
Hevith stepped forward, gripping the sword as he did.
He ignored Mother and the way she watched him. The light radiating off her hadn’t changed, though there was enough of a sense of power building from it that he wanted to know what source of power she was able to hold on to. This was the power of Callah that she’d wanted to teach him about, but that Hevith hadn’t really understood—or even believed was real.
Now that he saw it, he understood that it was real, but he still didn’t know what it meant. There had to be something about it that he could understand, that she’d tried to teach him, but right now all he cared about was keeping the Firsters from hurting anyone he cared for.
Stepping in front of Mother, he blocked her as he made his way toward the line of Firsters. In the darkness, he counted a dozen of them. That had to be most of them, which would be a formidable attack. That many coming at them would lead to another attack.
“What she’s hiding?” Thirteen nodded toward Mother and took a step forward. The others with him stepped forward as well. “That’s why you came to me. After you last talked to me, I learned others think the same thing.”
“Who?”
“Seven, for one.”
The large man standing to the left of Thirteen nodded slowly. “She’s got something that she’s trying to keep hidden. Does a good job, too.”
“What is it?” Thirteen asked. “You’re in tight with her, so I know you’ve seen it.”
“It’s nothing,” Morad snapped. He was glowing as bright as any.
Would telling him be the right choice or would it worsen the situation?
“A door,” Hevith said. He needed the Firsters. They were Jahor, too. Besides, having the Firsters on board might make it easier to find what Mother was hiding on the other side of the door. “The guards are sneaking through it. That’s how she’s getting supplies, too. Water. Food. Whatever she needs.”
“She’s letting the guards in?” Thirteen asked.
“I don’t know if she’s letting them in or if she’s just not doing anything to stop them. Either way, she’s responsible.”
The other man laughed softly, glancing up at the guards. “Good.”
“Good?”
“Next time they come in, we’re going to be ready.”
Hevith glanced over at Vard. With the crossbow bolt in his belly, he wouldn’t be able to wait long. Alicia might not have long either, though she was likely to be better off than Vard. Yet she still needed help. She hadn’t healed as fast as the others Mother had helped.
“I don’t think we have time to wait,” Hevith said.
Mother started to glow more brightly.
Hevith turned to her. Was she signaling to them?
With the thought, the first crossbow bolt was fired.
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VOLATAR
DAYS HAD PASSED since I had any sense of Shae. There was only a vague awareness of her, and even in that, I wasn’t entirely sure that I detected what I thought I did. It might be nothing more than the distant sense of power that remained around me, though I had to hold on to the hope that it might be her.
“Do you worry about veering from your plan?” Coldan watched me, an unreadable expression on his face. I could tell he was troubled, though it was difficult to determine why. Did he fear for the Volatar?
That was the only reason he had come along. Well, not the only reason. He had been my constant companion all these years. The one person I had grown to rely upon, even after so many others had betrayed us or died.
“The tu’alan can wait. Shae cannot.”
“Even when we find her, there is no guarantee that we will be successful in rescuing her. Not without the Volatar.”
“The Volatar isn’t going to save anyone, Coldan.”
“Not with that attitude.” He smiled. “You and I both know you haven’t changed so much that you can’t do that.”
“When I went into the darkness, when I embraced the ne’rash, I changed. There wasn’t any way that I could not. I recognize that now, even if I didn’t at the time.”
“You didn’t have much choice.”
I shook my head. I didn’t. The Trilan had emerged, revealing a dangerous threat, one different than what we had encountered when we had only faced the Hith. Strange to think like that, to believe that times were better when we had only dealt with the Hith. Of course, when it had only been the Hith, we had been victorious. The Jahor had known peace. Prosperity. We had succeeded, and we had begun to rebuild the people. Now…
Now the Jahor were fragmented again. No differently than they had been before. War had come, pursuing the Jahor the way it had in the past, tormenting our people. My people. Changing so much and turning us into refugees searching for safety yet again.
Why did I think this time would be different?
It had to be. With the Trilan and his dark magic, magic that was different even than that of the Hith or the Jahor, magic that was different than that of the ne’rash or the elaron, I had to believe the tu’alan would help.
“First we find Shae, then we move on. Once I regain my powers, then the Volatar can help our people.”
“What if they won’t help?”
It wasn’t the first time he’d asked, but it was the first time he’d asked in a while.
“I don’t know.”
It was the sad truth.
This was my last hope. Coming north, begging the tu’alan to join, to enter this battle, was the last thing that I could think of doing. Now I didn’t even know if it would make a difference.
No longer did I stray away from the road. I needed to move quickly, and from what we’d been through, it didn’t seem as if there were any reason to hide my presence any longer. Why bother when there was someone out there who knew how to trap me using a technique I had once been a master of?
The first few days had made it easier to follow Shae.
The Place of Knowing had done something for me that I doubted had been intentional. Having Shae within that state had permitted me the chance to connect to her. That was a benefit in what I needed to do, but there was more than just that benefit.
I could follow her—or had been able to. The only setback we had was Coldan. His injury forced us to move at a slower pace than either of us wanted. He’d suggested that I move on my own, but I had refused. I wasn’t abandoning him.
The sense of Shae led me in this direction, opposite of what made sense. We veered east, no longer heading north, but outside of where I thought they’d take her. Why go where there should no longer be any influence of the Hith? Still, I followed, using that connection and trying to hold on to it as I went. With each passing day, that sense faded, though I still had a vague awareness of her and thought I could trail after it. Without that sense, I had no way of finding her.
Evidence of the war had followed me.
Not only had it come from Ihran—the emptiness a stark contrast to what I’d detected when I had entered the Place of Knowing—but there had been the small village we’d passed through a day after losing Shae.
Within Ihran, I had seen no bodies. It suggested that whoever had come through had either taken the people of Ihran, and I’d seen that technique often enough that I feared for those involved, or they’d run at the first sign of the war. A place like Ihran would likely have believed they were safe, protected from anything that might come their way, and it was possible they wouldn’t have run.
The village outside of Ihran had been different. The stench of death had clung to it, a haze that seemed to hang over everything even from a distance. It had made me cautious in my approach, though it hadn’t taken much power to know that wasn’t entirely necessary. Whatever had attacked had already moved through and was gone. The only thing remaining were the bodies.
Another village a day beyond that had been much the same. The violence that had torn through the village had come quickly. Hith, I suspected, given the nature of the injuries. Theren could be violent, but I didn’t know them to slaughter the same way the Hith would. Not here, at least.
That wasn’t to say Theren were immune to brutality, yet they were better at hiding their true nature, masking the cruelty they would often use. Even better at hiding the bruising and the wounds that would result.
I began to wonder if it made sense to continue along this path. Without knowing how to find Shae, there wasn’t much purpose in continuing forward. They could have taken her anywhere. With as much time as had passed since I’d lost her, it was possible that she was truly gone.
Perhaps it would be best if we went north and got help so that I could reconnect to my power. When I did, I had to think I’d be able to find her again.
No—it would be too late. Coldan and I both knew that.
In the distance, the road changed. Darkened. It angled around what looked to be an enormous forest. Following the road might lead to Shae, but the forest offered a different opportunity.
When we reached the outskirts, I paused. From here, I could feel the shadows and the darkness within. This was a place of power, like so many places in this land. Ancient. Trees stood like sentries guarding entrance to the woods.
“It can’t be a coincidence,” Coldan said. His voice had grown weaker with each day. The bleeding had stopped but I couldn’t tell if the wound was poisoned.
“I don’t know that it is.”
“Why?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea. This is where she’s going.” And, strangely, where it seemed I had gone when I’d let the Place of Knowing carry me.
“Do you think it’s him?”
“The Trilan wouldn’t know this about me.”
“Are you sure?” Coldan barely got the words out without making a pained sound.
“No. When I went after the ne’rash…”
When I didn’t finish, Coldan looked over at me. “You don’t talk about it.”
“The power?”
He grunted. “Not that. You talk about that enough. What changed.”
“The war changed, Coldan.”
“The war never changed. It was over.”
Turning to him, I sighed. “Was it, or did I let our people think it was?”
“It was over.”
I squeezed my eyes shut. “That’s what I tell myself. That there was no Trilan in those early days. That the Volatar had been enough. Stop the Hith. Free the Jahor.”
“We had peace,” he said softly.
“We had peace. Now we know death. Slaughter. Our people lost.”
So many. When the first attack had come, we’d been unprepared. The city destroyed faster than I believed possible. The next came shortly after and we still weren’t prepared. Not until the Hith and the Trilan had claimed so much of what we’d gained had we reacted. By then, it was too late.
“The Volatar would have stopped him.”
“I don’t even know any more. I think he would have, but what if he could not? What if there is no stopping the Trilan?”
Coldan regarded me a long time. “Is this not about regaining your power?”
“It is, but maybe it needs to be about getting help.”
“They said they didn’t get involved.”
“That was before.”
“Nothing has changed.”
“Other than the Jahor slaughtered by the Trilan.”
Coldan touched my arm. “Nothing has changed.”
He was right. The one responsible might be different, but what else had changed? Why should the tu’alan get involved now?
There might not be any help.
Looking north, I could imagine the path we’d need to take to reach it even as I could feel the pull of Shae coming from the east.
The Volatar wouldn’t have left her behind.
I couldn’t leave her behind.
Taking a deep breath, I stepped off the road.
It had become far too apparent that we weren’t going to find what we needed by going along the road. If Shae had been claimed by the Vicenz—and given the nature of the trap, that was the most likely answer—I thought I knew where they intended to bring her, though not why. This way led far from where they should have traveled, away from anything that would have been safe to the Vicenz.
Not the forest, though.
The sense of Shae had led me here, and no farther.
It was surprising. The Vicenz would have to have known that I had a connection to her in order to use something like this to mask her from me. Even in that, they wouldn’t have been able to do so normally.
Did they know my limitations?
It depended upon what Shae had revealed. I doubted she would have shared anything intentionally. Her stubbornness would have kept her from saying anything.
Perhaps that stubbornness was a boon. Now I needed to take advantage before it was too late.
“What do you intend for us?” Coldan asked.
“I think we have to go back.”
“Are you sure?”
“No. I will be.” Sighing, I glanced over at him. “Watch over me.”
Closing my eyes near the edge of the forest, I focused as much as I could and entered the Place of Knowing.
Near the forest, it was difficult at first, though I didn’t know if that was something about the forest or something about me. I hadn’t tried the last few days. The sight of the war, that reminder of the violence, had made it difficult to have the necessary focus for it, and I didn’t think I would be able to reach what I would need in order to find the focus. Instead, I followed what I could of Shae.
Trying again, I failed.
There was no separation. There was no lifting free. There was only a hint of the Place of Knowing. The staff I’d carved that was supposed to help did nothing.
Opening my eyes again, I was certain this was where I needed to go, certain that this was where the trail led, and no farther. Which meant there would have to be something here that I could find, some way to understand what they intended for her.
I stepped into the forest with Coldan, the other man silently following me. The air cooled immediately. The ground squished beneath my boots, and with each step deeper into the forest, I felt as if I were separating from everything I should know. That sense troubled me. It wouldn’t be long before reaching the road behind me would be difficult, and it wouldn’t be much longer before there would be no return. I had a natural sense of direction, but in a place like this, even that might not be enough.
I tried to reach for the connection to Shae.
That was the key. Not finding the Place of Knowing. Not finding the Vicenz or Hith who might be in the forest. Shae.
And then we could move on. Farther north. Coldan would stop pressing me to be what I had been, a man I could no longer be.
After that, I could rest.
That had been the goal all along, though I no longer knew if it was a reasonable goal to have. The war—and the Trilan—had a way of bringing everyone into it, especially me.
There wasn’t much of a path through the forest, though I wound my way around the trees, avoiding the roots trying to grab at my feet. Each step was soft, thankfully making little noise, but when I tried to step forward, there was a suction on my boot, as if it were attempting to hold me in place.
It slowed our progress, frustrating me in the process.
Before I knew what I was doing, I had begun to reach for the ne’rash, drawing on that power. It came to me easily in the forest, though I wasn’t entirely surprised by that. I had expected I would find that power more easily here, but had wanted to try to avoid drawing upon it. It would only attract the attention of the Hith.
It was possible they wouldn’t be able to focus on it here. With the natural power of this forest, and the way that power intensified the deeper into the trees that I went, I wondered if there would be a shielding of what I could do. That was probably why I wasn’t able to find Shae.
When I tripped, Coldan caught me, but anger surged within me. The ne’rash flowed.
I no longer fought it.
Moving through the forest, I no longer struggled the way that I had; now I hurried along through the trees, dragging Coldan with me. There wasn’t a path, but I no longer needed there to be. All I needed was a way of maneuvering so I could find space between the trees. Unfortunately, the ne’rash stayed with me, the sense of power active the longer that I walked. I tried to release my connection to it, but that was one ability I still struggled with.
Darkness clung around me, and I needed to find some way of using it. If I could, then I wouldn’t have to worry about what else might happen to Shae in the time until I rescued her. Knowing the way they were able to use power, I had little doubt that they would use it against her.
When I reached a small stream within a tiny clearing, I shifted the nature of my connection to the ne’rash. Reaching the Place of Knowing using the ne’rash wasn’t possible, at least not as far as I knew, but I had never tried using the power to find a connection between that state and the elaron. Perhaps the staff would enable me in a way that I hadn’t been able to use before.
There was a difficulty in trying to mix the two abilities. They contrasted in many ways, and what worked with one aspect of the power didn’t necessarily work with another. That was what made it difficult to switch between using one of the abilities and the other.
Pushing through the ne’rash, I tried to find a connection, a way of using that power and reaching for the sense of Shae. Sitting along the edge of the stream, I rested my hands across my lap, letting my legs stretch in front of me. Coldan sat in front of me, saying nothing. He didn’t need to. I could feel his suffering, a reminder of my mistakes.
Closing my eyes, I thought about the words to my focusing song and began to hum.
My voice sounded muted in the forest, even to my ears, but I let the words fill me, carrying away from me, trying to access the place deep within me that would allow me to find a solitude and focus. It was difficult to do. Though it was there, reaching it was challenging.
As I sang, the memory of that song came back to me, a time when things had been easier. It was a time before I had known magic, a time before I had understood the true nature of power in the world, and how there were those who had power and those who did not. It was a time when I had been content sitting in front of a fire, letting the music fill me, the sound of my mother’s voice reassuring. It had been a long time since I had felt reassured.
That didn’t mean that I couldn’t still find that. I knew that sense was out there, and I had to focus on it, to search for that sense, and as I did, I could feel the energy.
Holding on to the sense of that power, I continued to push outward, letting the energy of it flow from me. The song helped to focus my mind, and the writing along the staff was designed to focus the power.
There was a hint of that power, but not much more than that.
Focus.
It was going to take me going back to the basics of my power. To find that place within me that I had once known, the place that had eluded me recently. If I could hold on to that power again…
“Relax,” Coldan whispered. “Let go of fear. Isn’t that what you always said?”
“I’m not afraid.”
He grunted, grabbing for his stomach. “We’re all afraid. You most of all. You fear you can’t be the Volatar again. You fear you’ve failed your people.”
“I have failed them.”
“You haven’t. The Trilan failed us. Not you. You just have to remember who you are.”
Who was I?
The Volatar?
Not any longer. And maybe that didn’t matter. The Volatar had been needed once, but perhaps there was a need for someone else now. Someone I needed to embrace.
I breathed out. Focused on the song. And relaxed.
Using the elaron, ignoring the ne’rash, power began to build. It did so slowly at first, but there was increased tension, and it radiated out from me, out of my arms, through my body.
And I reached the Place of Knowing.
That sense of separation struck, and I parted from my body, floating. Turning in the air, I was aware of myself sitting along the shoreline, aware of the staff and the power flowing through it. I was aware of everything around me.
More than that, I was aware of Shae.
Her power reached me.
It was there, the connection no longer shielded. There was something about the forest that tried to keep me from reaching her, but in this Place of Knowing, I could feel that connection more solidly than I had in days.
That was what I needed to utilize.
The energy continued to build, and now I was able to track it and follow the source of it. It came from my body, through the staff, reverberating from the writing along the length of the staff. That power within the staff seemed to practically glow, a sense of strength that I could feel. It pushed against me, against the resistance that tried to hold me back, to hold me within this form, and allowed me to find Shae.
She was within the forest, as I had suspected, and she was near.
I maintained the connection that had formed between us, solidifying it and pushing a bit more power through it so that I would better be able to track her. The staff allowed me a greater connection to the elaron than I’d had in some time. When that was done, I anchored the connection to myself.
If nothing else, I wanted a way to follow her. The sense of the elaron echoed through me, across the distance to Shae, and allowed me to be able to feel her. If I could feel her, then I had to believe I could track her.
Rather than remaining here in this form, I retreated. It wasn’t safe to stay. I had used considerable power, and it might be that I had already used more than I should in order to accomplish this. There was a danger that the forest pushing against me, straining to force me back into my body and to shield Shae, would be enough that I would drain my stores of power.
Already I could feel that energy fading. That power was nearly empty. Once there had been a time when I possessed what seemed to be endless supplies of power, but that had been a time when the connections I had formed had allowed me to tap into the elaron far more easily. Now it was little more than trying to maintain what power I had.
Before I lost it, I pushed a wave of power out, sweeping it through Coldan. Whatever strength I had remaining washed over him. He needed it more than I did.
Drawing myself back into my body, I retreated.
When I opened my eyes, focusing on the power that flowed through me, I could feel the connection that had forged between Shae and myself. That connection had been there before, but now it was solidified, no longer needing me to focus on it. That energy was there.
“You shouldn’t have done that,” Coldan said. He stretched, and his voice was stronger than it had been in days.
“I don’t know that it was me. I think…”
I got to my feet, tapped the ground, and watched as a trail of soft white light began to glow, stretching away from me. That power emanated from me, though I wasn’t able to feel it that easily.
“What is that?”
“That is Shae.”
“She’s powerful.”
I nodded. She was. Far more powerful than I would have expected.
That was the reason the Vicenz wanted her.
Why bring her this way?
I didn’t need the path I could see in front of me to know where she’d been brought. I knew where to go. Perhaps I had always known.
When Coldan recovered enough, we started forward again
The ground still tried to suck us in, but I was better able to ignore it, as was Coldan. This time, I didn’t let the frustration fill me, and I avoided the ne’rash trying to draw me into its hold. I could avoid it, and the elaron had always been the key to doing so.
I lost track of how long we walked. Hours. Through it all, I leaned on the staff.
The sense of Shae remained distant, though as we walked, it seemed as if it grew slowly closer to me. The forest itself didn’t change. There was nothing other than the enormous branches all around, vines hanging from some that attempted to drag me down, and the ever-denser underbrush. For the most part, I managed to avoid the attempts to trip me up, but that wasn’t always the easiest. There were times when I stumbled, including one where I landed facedown, staring at the dirt, but Coldan helped, lifting me and staying with me. That was the Hith with their connection to the ne’rash. I could embrace my own connection, but it would darken everything. Better to stumble and fall and be able to get back up than to fall into that darkness forever.
The connection to elaron remained.
Using that, I connected to the power, letting it flow from me, stretching back out into the forest as I searched for Shae. The faint light that had been there remained, tracing along the forest floor, guiding me.
Having fallen once, I was much more careful to avoid additional stumbles.
I weaved around the trees, watching for some of the roots that protruded from the forest floor, as if it were too soft to hold them in. I steered clear of the small pokey bushes, with hidden thorns that jabbed at me, pulling at my cloak. Eventually, I began to use the staff to sweep in front of me, swatting at everything that attempted to block or impede my progress.
The faint trail guided me, leading me toward Shae.
By the time daylight faded, the darkness swirling all around me, I needed to rest for the night. We wouldn’t be able to go on indefinitely, despite how long I could go without sleep. The effort of holding this faint connection to elaron was almost more than I could tolerate.
Finding a place to rest in the forest would involve finding where we could linger without drawing any attention from anyone else who might be nearby. We needed a place where we could hide or defend ourselves were the need to arise. Fatigue made everything a little bit off for me, making it so that I couldn’t focus quite the way I wanted.
When I sat near a cluster of trees, resting my head and back against the trunk of one of them, I drifted for a moment, not entering the Place of Knowing. The connection to Shae remained a constant for me, but with as tired as I felt, I worried that it wouldn’t last for much longer. Eventually, fatigue would catch up to me and would be more than I could bear. Coldan watched over me, remaining silent while I tried to recover.
A sound caught my attention. It was brief, barely more than a soft scraping, but I started awake, looking everywhere around me. There had to be something nearby that would explain what I heard.
I found nothing. Only the growing darkness.
Leaning back, I drifted again, but something intruded, keeping me awake.
It was the darkness.
There was something about that darkness that troubled me. As I focused on it, I couldn’t help but feel as if I should know something more about it. Dreams came to me as they often did, the Trilan taunting me, forcing me back to where everything had seemed to start.
In my mind, I could almost hear him laughing as he stole Shae—along with the remaining Jahor—from me. I could almost see his face, but the darkness around him kept even that from me.
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HEVITH
THE SUDDENNESS of the attack took everyone off guard.
Movement along the wall caught his attention, and Hevith saw one of the guards aiming at Thirteen. Hevith raced forward. When he struck Thirteen, he slammed into the other man, pushing him back.
“What are you doing?” Thirteen snapped.
“Saving your life.” He pointed to the crossbow bolt jutting out of the ground where Thirteen had been standing. “We need to get the gate open now. I can’t wait any longer.”
And with the guards firing like they were, they wouldn’t have much time.
“Why?”
“My friends are dying,” Hevith said. Thirteen rolled off to the side, away from him. “I know it’s not your problem, but you can help. You owe me.”
Thirteen gave him a pensive stare, the only acknowledgement that he considered what Hevith asked. In order for them to have a chance at escape, he needed Thirteen. He needed the other Firsters. All of them.
Not just the Firsters.
Everyone in the yard.
The Jahor needed to work together.
It started with the Firsters.
If they could get the hidden door open, they might have the numbers to overwhelm the guards, but only if the Firsters helped.
“Then we have to fight,” Thirteen said.
“What?”
“Fight. Give them a reason to open the doorway.” He motioned toward the overhang. “Move where they can’t see us, and they’ll have to open it.”
Hevith wasn’t sure it would work quite like that, but given the size of the walkway overhang and the distance it would take for the guards to fire on them, he suspected they’d either open the gate or come through the hidden door. Either way, they would get what they needed—but opening the smaller door would be easier to avoid the kind of attack he suspected the guards would inflict.
“Move back,” Thirteen hissed to the nearest of the Firsters.
It was an older man, with a gaunt face and graying hair, but there was something about him that reminded Hevith of Vard. He made a motion, and the other Firsters backed toward the wall.
Thirteen swung at him.
Hevith danced away from Thirteen’s intended blow.
This wasn’t to be a real fight, but Thirteen connected with one of his punches, knocking Hevith down. He glared at Thirteen. The other man might not even be capable of backing down from the possibility of a fight.
Hevith feigned a punch, dropping and swinging his leg. There was no real threat in it, but it was enough to make Thirteen jump.
The other man brought his elbow up, swinging it down toward him as he crashed to the ground.
Hevith braced for the impact, but it never came.
Thirteen backed away.
The Firsters backed up, giving them room.
“They’re watching,” Thirteen grunted. “Now to get them to open it for us. Better be ready.”
“Thanks for helping me.”
“You? This isn’t about you.”
Thirteen swung again and caught Hevith on the shoulder, knocking him down.
He and Thirteen were the only targets on this side of the yard now. The Firsters had moved below the wall, making it more difficult to fire at them.
He rolled away just as a crossbow bolt whistled toward him.
Scrambling to his feet, he darted toward the wall. It was near, though not so near that he thought they were safe yet. They had to get under the walkway overhang, then the guards nearest them wouldn’t be able to target them. That didn’t mean they would be safe from all attacks. There was still more the guards would be able to do, but by slipping backward, he thought they would be able to stay under the cover and avoid being an easy target.
Thirteen narrowed his eyes, then lowered his shoulder and started toward Hevith.
As they neared the wall, a cry behind him almost made him stop.
He glanced back, worried that something had happened to Thirteen.
It wasn’t him. Thirteen still chased him, but one of the other Firsters, a large man probably a decade older than Hevith, collapsed with a crossbow bolt in his neck.
Hevith glanced around, realizing those with Mother were watching. Not acting. Not helping. He might need them to do both.
“Hurry!” Hevith snapped.
Thirteen glanced at the other man and slammed into Hevith.
They crashed backward, rolling to the ground. When they came to a stop, they did so near the wall.
Hevith got to his feet, stepping away from Thirteen. The other man stood apart from him, arms off to the side, seemingly ready for the possible need to attack.
The other Firsters’ attention turned outward. Hevith quickly understood why. Another of the Firsters was down.
“We’ve got to draw the guards down before too many get hurt. At least get them under here!”
“Now you’re concerned about them?” Thirteen asked.
Hevith shook his head. The idea wasn’t to get the Firsters killed. That might be what the soldiers wanted, but that wasn’t what Hevith wanted. They needed the Firsters. He didn’t want to be responsible for getting them killed.
The air whistled as crossbow bolts fired. Men cried out.
Panic set into the yard.
They had to use it.
“Get under the overhang! The guards above us won’t see us clearly.”
Mother still glowed softly, though more brightly than she had before.
Another of the Firsters died in a spray of blood. Hevith knew so little of them.
“Get under the overhang!” Hevith jerked the nearest of the Firsters back.
It was just in time. A bolt whistled past, just missing the top of the man’s head.
He grabbed another, then another, throwing them toward the wall.
The bolts started to rain down.
Glancing toward the yard, he saw Vard was exposed.
Hevith looked up. He would have to act quickly.
Racing ahead, he reached Vard, grabbed the man, and started dragging him toward the wall. His leg went numb.
He glanced down. A bolt stuck out of his leg.
Stumbling forward, he pulled Vard free of the attack. At least he was safe for now.
Alicia wasn’t.
She lay out where the bolts could still reach her.
With his now numb leg, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to get to her.
Several of the Firsters who hadn’t moved back in time lay all around her.
Hevith ran.
It was foolish to risk himself, and he knew it was, especially for someone who had betrayed him, but he wasn’t about to let them shoot her just because she was on the side of the yard where he had brought the Firsters.
When he reached her, he dove to the ground. A bolt struck near him, but missed. The captain stood on the ledge over them, directing the other guards.
Grabbing for Alicia, he began to drag her away.
There came a shout from above and he hurried, pulling her forward.
As he looked up, he locked eyes with Mother.
She remained beneath the overhang. Her hands were clasped in front of her and there was a look on her face that said she had expected this. When he finally got underneath the walkway, he pushed past her.
“You won’t be able to change anything,” she said. “You’re only getting people killed. What I was doing was saving our people.”
“Not by doing what you did. You let them suffer. You let them die. You could have saved them, but you chose to be afraid.” Shooting a hard look at her, he could only shake his head. “You failed Callah’s test.”
He reached Thirteen near the wall. Several of the other Firsters were nearby, watching.
“What now?” Thirteen asked.
“I think we have to wait for them to either open the gate or the door.”
“If they open that,” he said, nodding to the gate, “we all die. We need to force them to open the smaller one.”
More shouts came from above, but he didn’t pay attention to them. A few bolts landed near them, but as he had thought, the angle was such that they wouldn’t reach them. For now, they were safe. He didn’t know how long that would last, but they could take some time to regroup.
“We need to block the gate.” Thirteen looked across the yard toward the gate.
If they could block it, they wouldn’t have to worry about the guards coming in that way. That way they only had to focus on the smaller doorway.
“What do you suggest?” Hevith asked. He didn’t see anything that would work.
Thirteen snorted. “They target us too easily. We’ve got to get some men in there.”
Pain surged in Hevith’s leg, making it difficult to ignore. He leaned toward the crossbow bolt and pulled, drawing it through the skin. Thankfully it didn’t seem to be stuck in bone. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to stomach that. Still, it hurt.
“They can keep targeting us here,” he said when the pain passed enough to focus. “We can draw them off, but we’re going to need someone willing to block it.”
“With what?”
Hevith held up the sword. “This will have to work. We can jam it into the front of the gate. It will keep them from opening it easily.”
Thirteen studied the blade for a moment. “It might work. Might. Even if it does, what makes you think doing this is going to convince them to come through the other door?”
“I think if they realize they won’t be able to easily open the gate, they’ll start looking for an alternative.”
“This thing?” Thirteen motioned toward the crack in the wall. “What if you’re wrong and this isn’t even a doorway?”
“It is,” Hevith said.
He decided to start walking toward the door where Mother stood.
As he neared her, something about her changed. She still glowed with a soft white light, but with a greater intensity than she had before.
“You can stop hiding the doorway. I know it’s there. I can see it. The same way I see you glowing.” He pointed to Morad, standing a step behind Mother but holding on to the same glowing. “Him too.”
Mother’s frown deepened. “You can see the power emanating from me?”
Hevith nodded.
“What are you talking about?” Thirteen dusted his hands across his pants. “Glowing?”
It couldn’t be just Hevith who was able to see that. When Morad began to hold on to power, the nature of that glowing had changed from time to time, depending on what he was doing with that power.
“She’s been trying to explain to me her connection to her god. She believes we’re all being tested by Callah and that some of us will pass and grow stronger.” He looked over at Mother. “After all you’ve done to torment his people, Callah still lets you have power?” He hesitated. “If
you have that power, you need to use it against the guards. You can help us.”
“That’s not the nature of what Callah has gifted me.”
“What’s the purpose of that kind of magic if you can’t use it to help your people?”
“I can use it to test my people. Not help. That isn’t what Callah called me to do.”
“If so, your god failed his people, but you don’t have to.” Hevith started toward her, and the glowing around her began to intensify. There came a wash of warmth over him, but nothing more.
Hevith took another step toward her. “Was that supposed to go differently?”
She backed away from him.
Hevith took another step toward her. This time, it was Morad who started to glow more brightly. The others weren’t able to see it, but why could he?
If they couldn’t see it, then there would be no reason to avoid using that power the way Mother had claimed.
“Why haven’t you used it before now?” he whispered. “You who could do so much for the Jahor, but you’re afraid.”
Mother regarded him for a long moment. It seemed that darkness flickered across her brow, but it faded and the wrinkles in her face deepened. “Who says I haven’t been? Callah provides a way to test, but it’s also a way to heal.”
“That’s how you’ve helped so many.” Would he have survived if she hadn’t used that power to help? The beating he’d sustained had been significant. It was possible he wouldn’t have lived had she not helped. “But you could have gotten us out of here sooner.”
“More would have suffered,” she whispered.
“You’re afraid. I understand that as well as anyone, but we need to get these people out of here. Your people.” He glanced down at Vard. The other man still hadn’t moved. “Can you help him?”
“Callah has not called me to serve him. He is not like us.”
“He is. He’s…” Hevith thought about all the things that Vard was to him. He’d known the man practically his entire life. Long enough that Vard had become a part of Hevith’s identity. “He’s family. You help family.”
He took a step toward Mother and realized something. The pain in his leg had faded. Where the crossbow bolt had struck, it no longer hurt the way that it had.
What had happened?
He didn’t dare take the time to examine himself. With the guards overhead still firing—there were the occasional bolts streaking toward the ground—and without knowing what Mother might do were he to divert his attention, he didn’t dare look away.
What they needed to do was get the sword to block the gate.
Hevith backed away. Mother watched him, but she didn’t push forward, and the Firsters who had surrounded him backed away as well, giving him space. Reaching the wall, he hurried along it, staying underneath the overhang. For the most part, that overhang would protect him, but there was the possibility that one of the guards would get a lucky shot off.
A deep grinding sound echoed through the darkness.
The gate.
They were opening it.
Hevith slammed into it.
He wasn’t sure that he had enough strength to hold it back, but all he needed was to jam the sword into it. Something whistled near him, and he resisted the urge to look behind him. There were two handles along the gate that he could use to slide the blade into place, blocking the door from opening.
If only it would hold.
When another bolt whistled past him, he darted back toward the others.
The grinding continued as the gears spun to open the gate.
“Do you think it’s going to hold?” Thirteen asked.
“I don’t know. It’s stronger than it looks, but…”
The grinding stopped.
There was silence all around.
And then a new sound came from behind him.
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HEVITH
THE SECTION of wall with the faint outline around it began to slide open.
Without the sword, they were empty-handed. The guards who were bound to come through the opening would not be. They would have crossbows, swords, and they would come in numbers.
One of the Firsters near the opening in the wall fell, crying out as they did.
“Off to the side,” Hevith said.
Thirteen shot him a look, but he followed.
They moved to either side of the opening doorway. It was nearly two feet across and growing wider. They didn’t have much time before this door would be open completely.
Another of the Firsters fell.
Hevith looked back toward Mother. She remained under the overhang from the walkway, but she didn’t look troubled. Hands clasped in front of her, the soft glowing emanating from her—and Morad—they seemed almost as if they were waiting.
What would they do?
They’d already proven they had sided with the guards, but would they betray them during their attempt to escape?
“We might need to keep them from doing whatever they’re going to do,” he said to Thirteen.
“You go right ahead. We’re taking the way out.”
“Even if they attack you while you try?”
Thirteen didn’t get the chance to answer.
A guard poked his head out.
One of the Firsters reacted, slamming into him.
The one thing the Firsters had experience in was fighting. Most of them had been fighting ever since coming to the prison. Facing one of the guards might be a mismatch considering the guards were armed and the Firsters weren’t, but the Firsters had aggression. Violence. Anger.
They were soldiers.
Jahor soldiers.
Couldn’t they help? Shouldn’t they help?
The Firster knocked the guard down and reached for the man’s sword when another guard slipped forward, driving a sword through the Firster’s belly.
The man went down, but not before grabbing at the second guard, yanking on the sword and spinning.
The guard came spiraling toward Hevith.
He stuck his leg out, tripping his assailant, and grabbed for the sword.
Thirteen was faster.
When he had the sword, he looked over at Hevith, a gleam in his eye.
“What are you going to do?” Hevith asked.
Three more guards appeared before he could answer.
Thirteen slipped forward, sweeping the sword around quickly, and lopped the arm off one of the guards. He jumped back and flicked the sword around again, jabbing at the next of the guards, catching the man in the side. The third guard turned his attention to Thirteen, but it was too late. Another of the Firsters slammed into his back. The guard went staggering forward, and Thirteen feigned one way before sliding the sword around in another direction.
When they were down, Thirteen raced forward. Firsters filled the opening in the doorway, but there were too many guards coming through.
Hevith had wanted to get the guards to open the door, but he hadn’t expected they would send so many. Then again, why would he have expected anything less? There were always so many patrolling on the wall, so it wasn’t that surprising.
Hevith picked up a sword belonging to one of the fallen guards. A crossbow laid next to him. A bolt was loaded and ready, but there were no others near it. If he took the crossbow, he’d have one shot, nothing more.
Firsters had taken swords. Hevith didn’t know if they were more skilled or whether they simply wanted it more, but either way, the Firsters were handling the guards.
A grinding came again.
The gate.
Hevith glanced over at it. A soft glowing filled the space near the gate.
Morad.
Mother was near him, watching the fighting.
Stumbling toward her, he held the crossbow up, pointing at her. He had none of Thirteen’s skill with the blade. Nothing that would keep him as safe as the other man had been. Having seen Thirteen and the guards fighting, it was clear he’d gotten lucky when he’d fought off the guard attacking Alicia. Had it turned into a real fight, Hevith would have had no chance.
Hevith jabbed the crossbow toward her, and she flinched for the first time. “You’re only making your people weaker.”
The gate into the yard was starting to open wider. Before much longer, the gate would open all the way and the guards would be able to spill into the yard more easily. At least with the smaller door, they were forced to come through one at a time. Even doing that, they had the advantage of their weapons, which put the prisoners in immediate danger.
“You have the ability to do more. You can help your people. This is your test.”
“More would suffer if I did.”
Hevith shook his head and movement caught his attention.
A guard staggered toward him, clutching his stomach.
Hevith triggered the crossbow. It caught the man in the chest and he fell backward.
He raced forward, grabbing extra bolts.
“Still killing. It won’t stop. Doing this only continues the war.”
Hevith frowned at her. “And giving up?”
“At least some of our people will survive.”
“Which some?” Hevith glanced at Morad. The gate was open now, and the guards streamed in. Most had crossbows and they were firing openly, not bothering to see who they shot at. Morad staggered, barely missed by another attack. “How many of your people have her ability?”
Morad ignored the question.
They had to get through the opening in the wall.
There weren’t as many guards trying to come through now. The Firsters had created an opening, but so many had fallen. So many had died.
The yard was a frenzy of sound. Chaos was everywhere. Guards were firing crossbows, shooting not only at those attacking, but at the innocents on the far side of the yard who had only wanted to survive and had come this way because of him.
Memories of the attack on the caravan came back to him. His failings there.
He couldn’t fail again.
Hevith had to do something.
Mother turned away from him before starting forward. The glowing continued to increase as she did. By the time she reached the middle of the yard, she was glowing brightly enough that she pushed back the shadows of the night, at least for him. How could others not be able to see what she was doing?
The guards continued firing their crossbows. There were too many guards, too many crossbows, and too many now lay dead or dying. If the fighting persisted, the guards would slaughter them all.
And they would do so because of Hevith.
Mother glowed even brighter.
Then an explosion of power washed outward.
It slammed into Hevith, but washed over him. Others around him seemed similarly unaffected.
Not the guards.
They were tossed back with a ferocious violence, slammed into the wall.
Those in the yard hurried to respond.
Hevith didn’t hesitate.
Grabbing Vard, he pulled on the man, glancing over at the narrow doorway before changing his mind and heading toward the massive gates.
Even if he were able to get through the small section in the wall, he had no idea where it would lead. At least with the gate, he understood that it opened toward the trees. Beyond the trees… he hoped there was safety.
That was something else he didn’t know.
Even getting out wasn’t a guarantee that he’d be able to do anything to help Vard. He needed a way to get him to safety, but more than that, he was going to need something that would heal him. If that was Mother, then he would have to either convince her or force her to do so, even if she believed Vard wasn’t one of them.
Once he got Vard out, he would return, if that was what it would take to force Mother to help. She had to help.
Reaching the gates, he poked his head around, searching for any sign of movement.
Other than the people in the yard, there was nothing.
Hevith hurried through the gate, dragging Vard with him.
The wind changed the moment he was out. The stale stench from inside the yard was gone, replaced by something else, a fragrance that drifted out of the forest. Hevith raced toward it, dragging Vard as he went. Every so often, Vard would moan, but Hevith didn’t dare slow or do anything that would give the guards a chance to catch him.
When he reached the trees, he settled Vard near one of them and turned back toward the prison. From out here, it looked like a fortress. The walls around spread in a wide arc, and there was a tall building behind the prison he hadn’t seen before. The building itself had a certain beauty to it, though from inside, there was no sign of any beauty.
He was free.
This was what he’d wanted. This was what he’d fought for. Now that he was free…
He had to help others.
Several of the Firsters streamed out of the gates and quickly started running. They were the only ones who did.
The rest needed help. Alicia needed help. Even Karn, if he could convince the man to come with him.
Looking down at Vard, he patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll be back.”
Hevith squeezed the stolen sword and hunched down as he ran back toward the yard. When he reached it, there was more movement. The guards seemed as if they were stirring. If they got up, they wouldn’t have much time.
Hevith found Mother standing in the middle of the yard, looking all around her. There was no sense of the glowing that he’d seen before, nothing that would suggest the kind of power she’d used. There must be limits to how much she was able to draw.
If so, then Vard wouldn’t be able to get any healing from her.
“Can you do anything?” he asked when he reached her.
She looked at him, her face drawn. “What have I done?”
“You’ve given us a chance. Can you do anything more? Your people are going to need you.”
She shook her head. “I’ve done all that I can.”
Hevith grabbed her shoulders, squeezing. “Your people are still here. If we can get out, we can try to run to safety, but not if the guards come around. Now, is there anything more that you can do?”
She locked eyes with him, and there was a hint of the same strange warmth that had washed through him before she’d unleashed her power.
“I don’t know. I might be able to do something, but even if I can, it’s not going to keep them safe.”
“Then let me help. No one should suffer the way we have.” He looked toward the far side of the yard—the side nearest the building he’d seen from a distance. “Be ready to help.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
Hevith turned toward her. “Try.”
He ran over to the other side of the yard. The people there were awake, and they all eyed him suspiciously.
Hevith looked over at several of the faces he knew. At this point, during the time he had made his way through the yard, visiting with as many people as he could, he knew most of the people here.
He understood what had happened to them. He understood their suffering. He understood what they had lost.
He shared in it.
“I’m going to need you,” he said to those who had approached. They were the familiar faces of men and women he expected. Mosal. Bernal. Olive. Petran. Guisal. There were others, though. People he hadn’t anticipated. Erica. Janel. Hoba. Victor. Molly. Several others. “We can escape, but we have to do it now. I know what you’ve lost. I know what you fear. I fear it as well. I’ve lost the same. Now it’s time for us to escape.” He swept his gaze across those arranged in front of him, meeting each of their eyes. He looked beyond the front row of people who had moved toward him, locking eyes with those who were more reluctant. “Many of you want nothing more than to escape the war. To you I say I will help. We can escape, but we have to do it now. For those of you who want something else. Revenge. A chance to fight back. I say to you that I will give you that opportunity. It’s the same that I want. For now, we must get free of here, and then we can decide what must happen.”
Hevith didn’t know how they would react, and they surprised him by starting forward.
“We are with you,” Olive said. She tapped on Bernal and Mosal, and both men nodded.
Others nodded more slowly, but they did. Hevith breathed out a sigh. Could it actually work?
Some of these people would escape. People he had come to know by name, by what they had been through. Not all of them would, though. He doubted that would be possible. It was the price of war. It was the price of rescuing the Jahor. Uniting the people as much as he could.
When they were all moving, he herded them toward Mother.
The guards were getting up.
They didn’t have much time.
“Whatever you’re going to do had better be soon,” he said to Mother.
“There’s not much that I can do,” she said.
“I saw what you did the last time. Help your people. All your people.” He motioned toward those now clustered around them. There had to be nearly fifty of them, all weak, thin, frail, and dirty. All wanted to survive.
Mother looked at them, and then she nodded slowly.
She took a deep breath, and power began to build.
As before, Hevith could feel the way that it did. That power washed outward from her, radiating away. With an increased intensity, that power continued to grow.
And then it exploded, washing through the people around them and slamming into the guards. They were thrown back, but not with as much force as before.
It would have to be enough.
“Go!” Hevith herded the people toward the gate. They had some time, but not much. When the guards began to come around, they would lose their opportunity.
They started moving. Mother led them, glancing back at Hevith.
Hevith swept his gaze around the inside of the yard. A figure hunched against the wall sat watching him. Hurrying over, he found Karn staring outward. A glazed look was on his face.
“Come on, Karn. We’ve got to get moving.”
Karn coughed, blood bubbling to his lips.
It was only then that Hevith realized Karn had been hit. One of the crossbow bolts had struck him. He didn’t see where, but the man’s face was pale and his eyes had a look that seemed a warning as to what was going to come.
Hevith slipped his arm around Karn, hoisting him up.
“What are you doing?” Karn mumbled.
“Getting you out of here.”
Hevith motioned toward the crowd heading through the gate. With the injured and elderly now joining them, there had to be nearly seventy-five of them. Would they even be able to get very far?
It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they tried. They hadn’t given up on hope, not the way Karn had.
“They’ve been saved.”
“You won’t be able to get them out of here,” he said.
Hevith sighed. “Maybe not. That doesn’t mean I won’t try.”
He dragged Karn with him and they neared the far side of the yard. When they did, he looked around the prison yard, realizing that someone had helped Alicia, and stepped through the gates.
The guards inside began to stir again.
Hevith wouldn’t be able to fight them off, but there might be something he could do.
A small alcove near the gate had a guard lying half in it, breathing raggedly as he died. Hevith settled Karn to the ground for a moment and found the lever to open the gate. Triggering it again, the grinding sound as the gate began to close filled the air.
He stepped back out, looking toward the gate, watching as the inside of the yard became smaller and smaller. Guards raced toward the gate, but Hevith stabbed at them as they neared, backing away as he did, keeping them away until the gate closed completely.
The remaining guards were sealed inside.
Lifting Karn, he started along the road, hurrying toward the others.
Now that they were out of prison, they would have to find a way to safety.
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MOTHER and the rest of the survivors waited alongside the road, and it took Hevith a moment to realize where they had stopped. It was where he’d left Vard.
Hevith guided Karn toward Vard, settling him on the ground near the old soldier. Looking up at Mother, he asked, “Can you save them?”
Her mouth pressed in a tight line. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”
“I’m asking whether you can save them. I saw what you can do, and if you can control that kind of magic, then I want to know if there’s anything you can do for these two. You’ve told me Callah has called you to heal before.”
She crouched down near him. “We won’t be able to save these people. How far do you think they’ll be able to walk?” she whispered, reaching toward Vard a moment, and then to Karn. “You might have gotten them out of the prison, but even now, there isn’t anything we can do.”
“I thought you believed Callah would provide a way?”
She looked over at him. “Don’t make fun of the faith.”
Hevith held her gaze for a long moment. “Just see what you can do to help them. I’ll do what’s necessary to save the Jahor.”
He got to his feet and looked around. They were farther from the prison now, but not so far that they were safe. The building behind the prison made him worried that it wouldn’t be long before the guards got reinforcements, and when they did, the gates to the prison would open and they would be free to chase down the prisoners. Having seen what the guards had been willing to do with those who had attempted to escape, the fate of these people would be on Hevith.
Which meant they had to keep moving.
Mother was right that they wouldn’t be able to get far. They were weak. Many hadn’t eaten well and some were still injured, nursing wounds that would take time to fully heal. They wouldn’t be able to walk very far along the road, and that said nothing about trying to head through the forest.
Without the help of the Firsters—
There was a burst of power and he glanced over. Mother glowed softly again.
He would have to understand another time how he was able to see the power she used. For now, it was probably enough that he was able to see it at all.
When the power faded, he waited.
Mother got to her feet, watching him. “I’ve done what I can.”
“You saved them?”
She shook her head. “I didn’t have enough power to save them both. Callah only provides me with so much strength, and with that…”
Hevith looked down. As he did, he realized the color in Karn’s cheeks had improved. His breathing was easier. The glaze to his eyes was gone.
Which meant…
“Vard?” Hevith dropped down next to his friend, touching where the crossbow had gone in. “You’ve got to do something for him.”
“I told you that Callah only provides me with so much.”
“Is this because he’s not one of us? I told you what he’s done for me. For my family!”
“It has nothing to do what that.” Mother crossed her arms across her chest, but there was a weariness in her eyes and her shoulders sagged. “I’ve done what I can. I’m sorry Callah doesn’t offer me more.”
Hevith started to stand when Vard squeezed his hand. The old soldier’s eyes opened slightly and he smiled up at him. “It’s okay, Hevy.”
His voice was hoarse, and there was something weak and thready to it.
“Vard? She could have saved you. She could have—"
Vard wheezed. “I done some terrible things in my time. Now it’s my turn to repent. Thought I could stay out of the war. Keep you and your family out of the war. Guess I failed at that.”
“You saved me. Protected me.”
“Ah, Hevy. You didn’t need my protection. You done well enough on your own.” Vard coughed and winced in pain. “Your pa would be proud. Took you long enough, but you learned to lead like he wanted. It’s up to you now.”
Hevith swallowed back a rising lump in his throat. “My father wanted to lead people away from the war.”
“You don’t?”
Hevith looked at those with him again. “It has to end,” he said softly.
Vard coughed. “Then be the one to end it. You got strength. Decency. Use it.”
“Even if I have to kill?”
“There’s a time for killin’. If you want to free the Jahor, then maybe that’s what’s needed.” When he coughed again, he looked up toward Mother. “And don’ blame her. Old grudges and all. Surprised she helped me the way she did.”
“What do you mean old grudges?”
“I was on the wrong side all those years ago. Left the war. Saw what happened. The way the Hith slaughtered Jahor. Wanted to make amends. Your father…” He coughed and blood came out of his mouth.
Hevith couldn’t pause to think about what Vard was telling him. There would be time for that later. “We can keep going. I’m going to get you to safety.”
Vard sighed, opening his eyes and looking at the sky through the trees. “You done that already. I get to die out here, under the stars and with the trees overhead. I get to be free, one last time. That’s enough, Hevy.” The other man squeezed his hand again. “You’ve become a good man. Don’t let them change you.”
Vard took a breath and let it out. He didn’t take another.
Not Vard.
“Vard?” He shook the old soldier.
There was no answer.
Hevith tried again. Shaking him did nothing.
“Vard!”
He said nothing.
A lump formed in Hevith’s throat. With all that he’d been through, losing Vard was something he wasn’t ready for. He’d thought he’d lost him before, but having him come back, giving Hevith a chance to have more time with him, had given him the hope he’d needed. Now what would he do?
Mother could have saved him.
Anger started to build within him, a familiar edge.
This was Mother’s fault.
She could have saved him. Should have saved him.
That anger surged.
Hevith let it.
And then he looked at Vard.
The anger faded a bit. He knew what the old soldier would have wanted of him.
Not to embrace that edge, but to use it as best he could.
Hevith sighed, pushing it back.
“Can’t save everyone.”
Hevith looked over at Karn and inhaled deeply. “She saved you.”
“She could’ve saved him.”
Hevith looked down at Vard. There was a peaceful expression on his face.
Vard had found his peace. Hevith had to help Karn find his. “She could’ve. She didn’t. Now what are you going to do? You’re free, Karn. We’re free.”
“We aren’t free. Outside the walls, but this isn’t freedom. They’ll chase us. Catch us. Then put us back in our place. Better to not forget our place than to think we can be better than it.” The other man held Hevith’s gaze for a moment before looking away.
“We can fight back. Stop the Hith. End the war.”
“There’s no ending the war. Just the war.”
Karn looked away.
Hevith got to his feet and looked along the road. Karn was right: They were out of the prison, but they still weren’t free. They would have to find a way to safety. That wasn’t going to be going through the forest. There were quite a few who wouldn’t be able to survive it.
That left heading along the road, but they had no idea what else was out there.
Hevith had no idea how far they’d be able to walk. With as tired as most were, it was possible they wouldn’t be able to go very far at all.
Thunder rumbled in the distance.
Hevith looked up at the lightening sky. Night had passed while they’d escaped, but there wasn’t anything that looked like a storm. Why would there be…
Horses.
Hevith recognized that sound.
“Get into the trees!”
Mother looked over at him, frowning.
He pointed along the road. As he stared, he could make out a dust cloud. It was faint, difficult to see, but definitely there and growing closer.
“Move into the trees!” He waved the sword, wishing there was a way to get the others moving that didn’t involve him swinging the weapon, but for now he would do what he needed to keep everyone headed where they needed to go.
They backed off the road, moving slowly.
Too slowly.
The first of the horses came into view.
Hevith crouched along the side of the road, glancing at Mother. “Can you do anything?”
She shook her head. “I’ve used too much.”
If the riders reached the prison, opened the gate, and realized what had happened, their chance of escape would be gone.
Which meant he would have to do something.
They had the element of surprise. The riders wouldn’t be expecting prisoners to have escaped. With the gates of the prison closed, they had time.
Not much, but there was some time.
As they neared, Hevith’s heart started to hammer.
Not just riders. Wagons.
That meant more prisoners.
He looked at the others with them. They were survivors. Injured. Some elderly. None fighters. Probably all Jahor.
The Firsters had disappeared. Hevith had no idea where they’d gone, but he couldn’t blame them for streaking away at the first opportunity. That fit them. They were soldiers—possibly even soldiers of the Jahor—but prison had turned them into survivors, willing to do whatever was necessary in order to save themselves. And now they were gone.
Against the wagons, Hevith had surprise. That was all he had.
When the first of the wagons neared, he darted out of the trees. Not in anger, but controlled, the way Vard had always taught him. He would use it. Not for himself, but for the people he needed to save.
Hevith leapt toward the man on top of the nearest wagon.
He drove the sword outward, slamming it into the driver.
Reaching for the reins, he pulled the horses to a hard stop.
If nothing else, he could use the distraction to his benefit.
Hevith stood atop the wagon. There were five wagons in this caravan, not nearly as many as he’d had when his family had traveled, but if they could get control of the wagons, they might be able to use them to get to safety. These wagons were large enough to fit most of those he’d saved.
Something streaked past him.
An arrow or a crossbow bolt.
Hevith climbed along the wagon, racing toward the next one. He jumped, racing along the top of the horse like he used to as a child, and jumped again. The guard was better prepared than the last one, but Hevith was filled with more anger. They were almost to safety. They wouldn’t be captured again. Not now that there was finally hope.
The sword cut through the man’s side.
He cried out and Hevith pushed with everything he had, sending the man to the ground below.
Climbing down, he hurried to the next wagon, holding up the sword… and found a crossbow aimed at him.
The guard smiled darkly.
Hevith couldn’t move. All of this, and he’d die like this?
The guard leaned forward. Then fell.
When he landed next to Hevith, a bolt jutted from his chest.
Hevith looked around and found Karn holding the crossbow Hevith had given him. He watched Hevith, but there was still an unreadable expression on his face.
Karn had fought back.
He hurried toward the next wagon, moving more carefully now. When he reached it, he poked his head around, expecting a guard to be ready, but found the wagon top empty.
Where was the guard?
Movement near him caught his attention and he spun off to the side.
It was just in time.
A sword whistled through the air where he’d been.
Hevith swung his sword. He didn’t have any of the skill he’d seen from Thirteen. All he had was anger. Brutality. The edge within him.
That was the darkness he feared, and though Vard said he was a good person, there were times when having that edge had helped. It had helped in the yard when he’d been attacked. It had helped Alicia. And it would help him now.
Hevith lunged, slamming into the man with his shoulder.
The tactic caught the guard unprepared, and he stumbled backward. Hevith jabbed with the sword, thrusting it through his side.
How many more guards were there?
With the prisoners already captured, they didn’t need many guards. One for each wagon would be enough, especially as the guards were armed and the prisoners were not.
There would only be a few more, then.
He had to get to them. Stop them. Find a way to help those who wanted to escape, those he had helped to escape. Those he would lead.
Hevith hurried forward, staying close to the wagons. If there were too many people in the wagons, they wouldn’t have enough room for the people they’d saved from the prison.
The sword dipped toward the ground as he headed toward the last of the wagons.
There came a sudden movement.
Hevith didn’t see what it was at first. He tried to focus on the source of it, but couldn’t track it. There seemed to be something about the motion that made it difficult to follow.
Bringing the sword up, he swung it briefly, prepared for what might be there.
There was nothing.
A shadow of movement. Nothing more than that.
Another surge of movement. Only shadows.
His heart raced.
Hevith swung again. As before, there was nothing.
He couldn’t have imagined what was there. It had to be something.
Continuing to bring the sword around, Hevith swung again.
This time, there was a hint of a resistance.
Something stopped his blade.
That darkness pressed in around him, reminding him of what he’d experienced when he’d been attacked in the forest, reminding him of the Hith.
Hevith pushed against it, anger bubbling up within him. He was not about to fail, not when he was so close, not when so much depended on their success.
When he swung the sword, the strange darkness shattered.
It was the captain.
He sneered at Hevith.
He was dressed differently than the others. Maybe he always had been, but Hevith hadn’t noticed. The man wore a gray jacket and matching pants, but it was the silver pendant around his neck that drew Hevith’s eye.
Hith.
He had to be.
It explained the shadows that always surrounded him, but why would the Hith have someone in the prison all that time? Why would they have cared?
The Hith had attacked his family. They were the reason all of this had happened to him.
He slashed with the sword, swinging it wildly. The other man had much greater skill than Hevith and blocked his angry attack, but Hevith pushed again, swinging as wildly as he could. With another swing, he forced the man back.
There was nothing else around. Hevith blocked out everything else, focusing on only the man, the attack, what he could do to stop him. His mind raced with those he had lost because of the Hith. His parents. Sister. Others in the caravan. Vard. So many had suffered. All because of them.
Vard’s words came back to him. Don’t let them take your decency.
Anger wasn’t what Vard wanted from him. That wasn’t what his mother had wanted for him. They had wanted him to embrace that decency. That was what would get him through. That was what had compelled him to help these people. Not the anger.
Letting it go was difficult.
Strangely, it seemed as if there was something else there.
Warmth.
It flowed from him, working through his body, down the sword.
The captain—the Hith—took a step back.
Hevith brought the sword up, ready to swing. An explosion of light threw the Hith back, and he landed on the ground.
Hevith darted forward, forcing the sword forward. The Hith started to bring his sword around, but Hevith resisted, sliding the blade through his belly.
The man let out a soft gasp.
Hevith glanced back toward Mother, and he found her watching. He frowned. Why had she used her power now? Had she not, though, he wouldn’t have succeeded. The Hith would’ve overpowered him. He had needed the distraction.
Now he had killed one of the Hith.
What did that mean?
Perhaps nothing other than that they could die.
If he were to do what he intended, if he were to help the people the way that he now planned, some would be able to avoid fighting. They would be able to move away from the war. Not all of them could, though. Some would be dragged into it. Some would have to fight.
The Jahor would need to unite against the Hith.
Hevith didn’t want that job, but someone would have to do it.
He thought about what his father would say, knowing what Hevith intended, the way he planned to bring people north to safety. Perhaps there was no safety, but that didn’t mean Hevith couldn’t do all he could to protect the Jahor who wanted safety. That didn’t mean Hevith couldn’t help those who wanted to fight do so as well.
When there was no additional attack, he finally began to relax.
Others began to make their way out of the forest, coming toward him.
Hevith looked at the wagons. Now that he wasn’t fighting to stay alive, he noticed they were larger than he’d thought. As he searched through them, he found more people inside, though not as many as he’d expected.
They were meant for the prison. Now, he would see them to safety. All of them.
Mother approached. Karn stood behind her, holding on to the crossbow. Hevith still couldn’t read his expression.
Hevith looked at them. They were his people now.
Most were standing around, a lost look on their faces. Some had a different expression, though. It was one he hadn’t seen all that often in his time in the prison, and seeing it from them now left him thinking that he’d done the right thing.
Hope.
“Get them into the wagons. Load as quickly as we can.” Some of the vehicles were covered, with limited space, but some were open and could fit all they needed.
He crouched near Alicia, lifting her off the ground, and carried her toward one of the covered wagons. She needed help, and he would see what he could offer her during the journey. For now, she lived. Maybe not for long, not if they couldn’t get her help, but for now, she did.
“Where would you have us go?” Mother asked, coming up behind him.
Hevith closed his eyes, thinking back to what his father would have done. Hevith had taken time to learn maps. Geography. Now he would need everything he’d learned. These were his wagons. He was the wagon master.
His gaze went to Vard, lying motionless. If only he could have saved him, but he was one more senseless death in all of this.
What would he do?
The only thing he could do. He would take them to safety. For now.
Then he would take the fight to the Hith, but only when everyone was safe.
“North. There’s safety in the north. Away from the war.”
Karn watched him before looking away. This time, Hevith understood the look on his face. He didn’t believe.
Perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they were free. They would be given a chance to start anew. They didn’t have to fear the guards, or their crossbows, or the violence of the Firsters.
In between the trees, a face became visible.
Hevith hurried over to Thirteen. “You’ve been watching.”
“Is that what you think?”
“What have you been doing?”
“Keeping the others off you. Fighting near the fortress.”
Hevith looked around. Bodies lay outside the prison, more dead guards than Hevith would have imagined. That meant Thirteen was protecting the others. And that surprised him.
“You could come along. Still protect us.”
Thirteen looked as if he might say something before a voice called out in the forest. He turned back to Hevith, shaking his head. “Not yet. I’m not done with my assignment.”
“And what’s that?”
He started to answer when another shout came. Firsters.
“Another time.” Thirteen started to turn but paused. “About the blanket. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have… It doesn’t matter. This place changes you.”
“It doesn’t have to.”
“Didn’t it change you?”
Hevith thought about what he’d been through. He supposed that it had. “You don’t have to…” He was going to say Thirteen didn’t have to apologize, but that wasn’t true. The Firster should apologize. It showed he still had a decency of his own. “Thanks for your help.”
The gate started to open, and Thirteen glanced toward it.
Hevith turned, but Thirteen rested his hand on Hevith’s arm.
“Get them away. We’ll keep doing this.”
“What’s this?”
Thirteen grunted. “Handling the killing.”
Thirteen held his gaze before turning and whistling. The other Firsters—all of them now armed with swords and crossbows—converged on the gate.
That wasn’t going to be Hevith’s fight. His would come later. He had something else he had to do. The Firsters would buy them time.
When everyone had been situated in the wagons, Hevith climbed atop the lead wagon. Turning the wagon, he guided them away from the prison and toward what he hoped would be safety.
He would be the wagon master. This time, he would get his people to safety.
He would lead, the way his father had always wanted him to lead.
North.
That was where they would go. There was something of safety in the north.
As they rounded a bend in the road, he hazarded a look back. From a distance, the prison appeared different. Nestled into the trees, the fortress looked like anything but the place of torment he’d known.
After a long moment, he tore his gaze away and faced the open road.
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VOLATAR
THE ROAD CURVED in front of us, meandering as it swept through the trees and the remainder of the forest. We were far from where Coldan and I had intended to go, but perhaps it was more about where we needed to go. Not that this was where I wanted to be.
The trees through here all stretched high overhead, some of them impossibly so. They had a strange and almost pungent aroma to them, one that I didn’t recall from the last time I’d been here, though at the time, there had been only one thought on my mind—survival.
“How far are we?” Coldan asked.
He limped along the road, staggering before catching himself. Even after what I had offered, the hint of power I’d been able to use on him, I hadn’t been able to do much to help. Better than nothing. Had I not been able to summon even a little of the elaron, he wouldn’t have been able to make it nearly this far.
“You don’t remember?”
“I tried to block it out of my mind.” He smiled. “I seem to remember you doing a good job of helping with that.”
I shook my head but smiled nonetheless.
The sun shining overhead made it almost a serene walk. That was if this situation could be serene. Tension filled me, rolling through every bit of my body, and it took a force of will to keep from summoning the ne’rash. That would be easiest, but if I did…
I had no idea what would happen if I did. Not anymore. Now that I could reach the elaron, I no longer knew if it mattered, much like I no longer knew whether it mattered if we headed to the tu’alan. What else would they be able to offer when they’d refused to be a part of the world for so long?
We’d traveled north for me to reclaim myself, but perhaps something else had happened. I was someone different now. Not the Volatar, though I no longer even knew the person I was meant to be. Perhaps that was the point.
“Are you sure that we’ll find her here?” Coldan asked.
He’d asked the same question several times during the journey, and each time I’d given him the same answer. Now was no different. “When I was in the Place of Knowing, I was able to see her.”
Coldan looked up, a pained expression on his face. If it came to us needing to defend ourselves, I wouldn’t be able to count on him offering much support. I had to be ready for that. “You said that you weren’t able to see her.”
I smiled tightly. “I didn’t see her exactly. But I saw her.”
What I could see of her. In the time that I’d lost her, she had grown somewhat more skilled with her hold on the power of the elaron. That didn’t surprise me. Though I had been working with her, and I might have helped her continue to focus her power, there was little doubt that she would have eventually begun to reach that power on her own.
We followed the road, the sun shining overhead.
“How long has it been since you’ve been here?” Coldan asked.
“The same as you.”
“I thought you came back.”
I shook my head slowly. “There wasn’t any reason for me to come back here.” More than that, I wasn’t sure that I could have come back. This was a place that had set me onto the course of who I had become, and because of that, it was important to me, but I didn’t want to attribute too much to it. Doing so would only give them the kind of power I didn’t want them to have. It would give them a hold over me that they hadn’t managed since I had escaped.
The angle of the road changed, and I looked along it. From here, it stretched into the distance, far enough that I could practically imagine where it was heading.
Twenty years could be a long time. Long enough that a boy becomes a man. Long enough that a man can become the Volatar. Long enough that the Volatar could lose his power. Wars could be won and then lost again. A people could be lost.
“What is it?”
I shook my head. “This was where we started.”
That wasn’t entirely true, though. We had started long before, but this was where I had started.
“Looks like wagons still come through here.”
From the ruts along the road, I thought that he was right.
For so long, I had believed that heading north would bring us to safety, but what if that was wrong? North had been where I had found myself after losing myself. North had been where I had brought others, where the Vicenz had begun. From the north, we had pushed back the Hith. Pushed back the Trilan. Found a measure of peace.
And then lost it.
Now, would it take coming back to this place in the north for us to find a different secret?
We moved slowly, at the pace Coldan could keep, and after a while, the outer wall came into view.
It was different than what I remembered, modest even. At the time, I couldn’t help but feel as if the wall had been some enormous structure, and it had been. The wall had kept us inside, and it had kept the guards separated, giving them power over us. It had dehumanized us, separating those who had the ability to reach the elaron because the Hith and the Trilan feared what we might become.
What I had become.
“It seems less impressive now,” Coldan said.
“Only because we’re on the outside.”
“And you would break us back in. I’m not sure I like this, Hevith.”
I smiled. It had been a while since he’d used my name. Most of the time—including when we were around people like Shae, people who needed the image of the Volatar—he used a title, nothing more. There weren’t many who knew me as I once was.
“You’re the one who wanted me to find myself.”
“I didn’t think it would lead us back here.”
“I think it was always meant to bring us back here. How could it not? This was where everything started.”
And it made me wonder if perhaps this had been planned.
I thought about Mother. It had been a long time since I’d given much thought to her. When she’d been lost, I had grieved, but not the way others had grieved. She’d set me on the path that I had become, had given me some of the first steps and lessons, but she had believed she was acting on behalf of her god. That was something I had lost faith in very early on. There was no Callah, though there was the power of elaron. Had she understood that, she might have acted differently. Then again, had she acted differently, I didn’t know if I would have become what I had—what I believed at the time I was meant to become.
“What if she’s not there?”
“She’s there.”
“Do you think she’s inside the yard, the same way they kept us?”
I shook my head. When I had been in the Place of Knowing, I hadn’t seen any evidence of that, though it didn’t mean there weren’t others. From what I’d been able to see, she was hidden someplace else. More dangerous. More difficult to reach.
Pointing over the wall, I motioned to the fortress. “I think she’s there.”
“That’s not going to be any easier for us to reach.”
I glanced over at him, smiling. “They already showed us how.”
When we reached the gate, I hesitated. There was no sign of the guards, but that didn’t mean this place was unprotected. On the contrary, I suspected there were plenty of guards; we just couldn’t see them.
The guard tower outside the gate had been rebuilt. Coldan unsheathed his sword as we approached, but I stayed his hand by resting mine on top of his and shaking my head. He frowned at me.
“I can do this.”
“Are you sure? If you lose yourself here…”
If I did, neither of us knew what would happen. It was possible that I’d still be lost, even though I had regained some of my connection to the elaron. He’d always been successful at helping me do so along our journey, but I didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep it up. I doubted he did either.
Ever since entering the Place of Knowing, having that connection to Shae, I had found something else. There was a connection. That had been an aspect of the power that I had not seen. The Volatar. It was something I should have known about all the years I’d been working with that particular magic, but I’d been so focused on trying to help the people that I had failed to see the way they were helped already. A connectivity. A lesson my parents had tried to instill in me, though I’d been too young and foolish to understand—or see it—at the time.
“I won’t lose myself.”
“How do you know?”
I smiled at him. “You won’t let me.”
“You know I can only help so much. There have been times—”
“There have been times, but I don’t think there will be any more. Now that I understand that aspect of the magic, that aspect of who I am and how it works, I don’t think I will lose myself.” At least not in the same way. I believed that I would be able to stay safe, even if I went over to the darkness that involved the ne’rash.
That was the key.
For all the lessons I’d taught over the years, it was one I still had to learn. There were likely many lessons I still had to learn, and if this worked, if I managed to save Shae, then I would do so. The Hith would not succeed.
Stepping forward, I dropped the staff as I unsheathed my sword, reaching toward the guard tower as I embraced the edge within me.
Comments from my youth fluttered back to me. There was decency within me, but there was also darkness. An edge.
That edge had been how we had defeated the Hith.
I would embrace both powers now as I remained connected to my people.
With a blast of power, the door to the guard tower thundered open.
It was a small space. Large enough to hold an outer guard, but there weren’t that many soldiers inside. Just two—along with the pulley we needed to release the gate.
The suddenness of the attack surprised the two men inside. I darted forward, swinging the sword, and pushed out with a blast of power that thundered from me.
They were either unprepared or they hadn’t expected me to be able to summon the same kind of power they possessed.
The first man fell.
The second handled himself better, but as I braced myself, opening up to the darkness, using the connection to Coldan, to the distant sense of Shae that was out there, to the hope of others I knew needed help, I remained steadied. In control. Focused in a way that I had never managed with this power before.
Drawing it in, I deflected the first attack thrown in my direction. Another came, then another. With each one, I could feel the nature of the attack, could feel the way the man was trying to summon power, but he didn’t have enough control.
For the first time, I did.
I swiped away that power, dismissing it.
Then I stabbed my sword through the man.
Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself, holding on to that power, trying to be ready for whatever else I might face.
I spun in place, looking for another attacker, but there was no one.
Reaching for the lever to open the gate, I hesitated.
The moment that I opened it, they would know we were here.
Not that they didn’t know it now. Given the nature of the power I used to reach this place, to uncover its location after years of losing track of how to find it, I suspected they would have known I was here, even if they had no way of knowing how much power I’d brought with me.
The memory of what I’d experienced in the Place of Knowing came to me. Within that memory was the need to do something, to help those who were trapped, to end the suffering that was so similar to what I had experienced when I had been here. That wouldn’t be enough. Not nearly enough. If they were continuing to use this place, to continue to torment others here, it meant this was a place of power for them.
As I pulled on the lever, a familiar grinding sound came from the gates behind me.
I stepped out of the guard station and grabbed the staff again.
Coldan watched the gates as they swung open.
“I remember this too well,” he said softly.
“Then you remember what it was like when you were here before.”
He glanced over at me. “I remember what I did.”
“You did what you had to at the time.”
“I didn’t. I could have stayed with you to help.”
Smiling at him as the gates opened wider, I shook my head. “You wouldn’t have been able to stay with me at the time. You didn’t know me, much like I didn’t know you. Not really.” It was only later that we had come back together, at a time when both of us were ready for what we could be. “Are you ready now?”
“Are you?”
Taking a deep breath, I nodded.
As I stepped forward, the guards patrolling the walls were all too familiar. When I’d been here before, there hadn’t been anything I was able to do to stop them. Were it not for Mother, we wouldn’t have been able to do so.
Now I was not as helpless.
A blast of power took down two before they knew I was there.
Others rushed in.
I embraced the edge. Embraced the darkness.
Another surge of power exploded from me. Guards were thrown free of the wall.
The visible courtyard was dry and the ground cracked. One area had a deep maroon stain that brought me back to when I’d been a prisoner here. No life grew within the yard.
Somewhere, someone shouted. Prisoners.
The sound of it struck a chord within me, paining me.
I looked over at Coldan and saw the same pain on his face. “Go. Get them out of here.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll go for Shae.”
“And if you can’t reach her? We need you. We need the Volatar.”
I smiled. “Shae has shown me that this has always been about more than me.”
That, more than anything, was what I’d needed. We’d come north for one thing, but found another. As I looked around the yard, I realized that perhaps what we’d found was more important. It wasn’t about me. It was about the people. We found the Jahor.
I raced forward, holding on to the darkness, and slammed it into the guards. With each one that fell, a piece of me filled with satisfaction. I knew it shouldn’t and that I should be higher minded, but I couldn’t help but feel that satisfaction each time someone else tumbled from the wall.
There were dozens of people within the yard. All looked to be in various states of starvation, all of them weakened. Thin. Much like I had been.
All of them Jahor.
They hadn’t been able to escape. Even with their power, they’d been held captive.
They had suffered the way that I had suffered.
Anger filled me.
I knew that sense of anger, and I did nothing to suppress it. There was no reason to do so. I wanted to embrace it. With these Jahor, my people, I was connected. I was grounded. With enough time and power, I could save them. Now that I’d been working with Shae, I knew that I could.
Coldan got them moving.
I headed toward the section with the hidden doorway. Now it was not hidden the same way, though there were a few people around the door. Filled with the darkness as I was, the ne’rash flowing through me, I worried about how I must appear.
“Volatar?” a soft voice shook as they asked me. “We met in Ishan when you freed the Jahor.”
That had been a long time. So long ago, the memories of it were distant, but I remembered this woman. She was younger then. There had been a hint of power to her then, but what was there now?
“You look different,” she went on. “I remember your staff. This one is different. And you… you’re filled with a dark light.”
The staff was different, though that was because it wasn’t a gift the way the last had been. It could never be as powerful. “Go with Coldan. He will lead you to safety.”
“Coldan is still with you?” This came from another voice, deeper, and still weak.
“He is. We’re here to get you free.”
They got up from the wall, stepping away from the small doorway. I hurried toward it, pushing my hand up against it, and sent a surge of power into it. I still didn’t know how to open it. Even when I’d been here before, there hadn’t been any way to open it from this side, though I suspected Mother had known.
Then again, when I had been here before, I hadn’t been in control of either my elaron or my ne’rash magic.
A burst of power caused the stone to shatter.
I jammed my staff into the door, much like I had with the sword all those years before.
This time, I sent a surge of ne’rash power out from me, letting that flow through the staff and toward the door. With that power, there came a burst of energy.
The door exploded open.
Three men waited on the other side.
I did not.
Power slammed into them, throwing them back.
Surprisingly, I wielded even greater control now than I had before. For the first time, I felt as if I had a way of holding on to the power of both the magics I possessed, and wondered what might happen if they were mixed together. The combination would be dangerous, and I knew that it could be explosive.
Now wasn’t the time to try it. Now was the time to get to Shae.
With the door open, I could feel the sense of her, drawing to me, drawing upon my connection to the elaron.
Crouching low, I hurried into the doorway and scrambled forward. I moved quickly, slipping along the narrow hall until I reached another door.
This one was easier to open. It thundered open much like the last, a blast of power sending it fully open.
A hall filled with soldiers greeted me.
I hesitated a moment. Shae was nearer, though still a ways from here.
Power exploded toward me.
Deflecting it, I sent another burst along the hall.
It wasn’t going to be enough.
The soldiers converged, coming toward me. There were dozens of them. Too many.
For a moment, I knew doubt.
What was I thinking coming here? For one person?
Not just for one person. For myself.
If I didn’t do this, I wouldn’t be acting like myself. I would be losing that part of myself that I had struggled to regain. If I didn’t do this, I wouldn’t know what I was.
I wouldn’t know who I was.
The powers were within me.
Darkness and light.
Ne’rash and elaron.
They filled me.
I let them flow. Letting them mingle.
They were mixed, a part of me, two halves that made a whole.
I let them combine and then explode outward through the staff.
The force of it was greater than I had expected.
Power filled the hall, filled my ears, my mind, everything. A dark light consumed the hall.
When it settled, there was no further movement.
Soldiers were down.
There was no further sign of attack.
Taking a deep breath, I raced forward, stepping over fallen soldiers. The power that I’d drawn had drained me, but not quite as physically as I’d been drained before.
Following the sense of power, I hurried along stairs, racing toward the top of the fortress, unmindful of anything around me other than the sense of Shae drawing to me.
I passed no further soldiers.
There was an energy still within the fortress, though I didn’t know what to make of it. As I went, I thought that I could discover it, and worried that whatever that power might be would be dangerous to me, but there was nothing more from it.
Then I reached another doorway.
Using what ne’rash energy I still had, I exploded the door.
When it came open, my breath caught.
Seven Vicenz were arranged, all blocking me from reaching Shae. Hith surrounded them. Dark power trailed from the Hith to the Vicenz. The pale white of Shae’s power went toward the Vicenz as well.
I could feel her power and energy, though I couldn’t see her.
Was that the purpose of this place?
Could it always have been a way for the Vicenz to steal power?
It would explain why they had kept us alive all those years ago. Why the others in the yard now had been kept alive.
They were parasites. The Vicenz feeding off the elaron. Power drained from them.
They had to be destroyed.
“Step away from her.”
“If you want her to live, you’ll lower your sword.”
The voice was one that filled my nightmares.
The Trilan.
It was power. Faceless power.
And it was here.
“Show yourself.”
There came a dark laugh. “All this time, and you come to me so easily. I thought the Volatar would be more difficult to summon, but perhaps that was a mistake on my part. You’re no longer the Volatar, are you, Hevith?”
The Trilan knew my name.
Then again, the Trilan had somehow infiltrated my dreams. Ever since gaining some measure of control over the darkness, trying to understand and control that power, I had felt that presence. That was part of my fear.
Or had been.
“You won’t have her.”
“I already do. Soon she’ll serve, like so many others have served. Do you think you can save them all? Even the Volatar couldn’t save them all.”
Anger filled me.
I let it.
The Trilan laughed, as if he believed that my anger was uncontrolled.
It was not.
“Embrace it. Use it. You can still serve us as well. When we rule, I would have a place for you.”
Darkness surged within me.
There was a promise of power, a promise of something more, something that I wouldn’t be able to reach on my own. There was a promise that if I would simply claim that power, I could do something more than I could now.
I felt the energy of Shae nearby.
That was what I wanted to embrace.
That energy had mingled with mine already.
There were others outside the fortress that I needed to connect to. That I had already connected to. All I had to do was find them.
Every one of my people that I had cared about, that I had helped along the way. People I had lost, people who had died here, my family, everyone who had shaped me along the way. All still connected.
I didn’t need to find them. I had done that already.
I needed to know them.
Warmth flooded into me.
It mixed with the anger. The darkness.
I let it.
Power exploded away from me, slamming into the Hith, into the Vicenz, more than they could use before it overwhelmed them.
They were thrown back, tossed to the side, and I strode forward, holding on to that power as I searched for the Trilan. If he were here, I could end the war. Stop the fighting for good. I could finally succeed.
Power filled me. Terrible power. Incredible power. All I wanted was to unleash it.
Other than the fallen Hith and three unmoving Vicenz, there was no one there.
Jabbing at them with the sword, I made sure they were dead before going to Shae.
She looked at me, eyes wide, body strapped to a table. “You came for me.”
“I did.”
“I didn’t think you would. I thought…”
I cut through the bindings holding her to the table. What had the Hith planned on doing with her like this?
It was different than how they had used the Jahor before. Whatever they had planned was something dark and terrible. That would be a question for another time.
“Did you see where he went?”
“Where who went?” Shae asked.
“The Trilan.”
Her eyes widened even more and she jerked her head around, searching for signs of him. “He was here?”
“Not in person. He used one of the Vicenz.” I hadn’t known he could do that. Now that I did… It didn’t change anything.
She shook her head. “I heard talking but didn’t know who it was.”
I looked around the inside of the room. The fortress. A place of power for the Vicenz. It was something else I would have to understand, if only so we could find a way to stop him. It was where they pulled power off, dragging it away from others like me.
I looked around, helping Shae down. “Can you walk?”
She slipped off the table and stood unsteadily for a moment, looking around the room. “I think I can. When they brought me here, they held me with the others for a while, but they moved me.”
“Do you know why?”
She shook her head. “No one knew why they moved people.”
It was the same for me when I had been here. Looking at the table, I shook my head. “I think this was where they would have drained your power.” Nodding to the fallen Vicenz, anger threatened to fill me. “That’s what they were after. That’s the purpose of this place.”
Shae looked at me, away from the bodies.
I had to calm myself. I needed Coldan. “Let’s go find Coldan.”
“He’s here? He’s alive?”
I smiled. She wouldn’t have known. Of course she wouldn’t have known. She would have thought Coldan had died during the attack. “He lives. And he’s helping rescue the others.”
“Others?”
Motioning for her to follow, I guided us through the fortress. Once back outside, the bright sun shining overhead, a gentle breeze gusted, carrying the scents of the forest to me. They were familiar, and something that I thought I had left behind a long time ago.
“Who are they?” Shae whispered.
“Others like you. Like us.”
Coldan saw me, nodding toward me as he led a line of wagons into the prison ground. Once again, I’d be the wagon master.
Was that what I wanted?
He saw me watching and frowned.
“What is it?” Shae asked.
I shook my head at Coldan, and he seemed to understand. Not yet. For now, we would stay. There were answers we needed, and it would take time to obtain them. There was time ahead for me to be the wagon master. Time where we would once again head north toward the tu’alan.
We would find the help we needed. We would defeat the Trilan. We would rebuild the Jahor.
“It’s nothing.” Taking a deep breath, I could envision the prison yard as something other than what it was. I could almost believe that it would be a place with a purpose. It would take time to get it there, but perhaps that would be my first step in returning in full to the elaron. “Now that we’re safe, we need to begin.”
“Begin what?” Shae asked. “I thought you wanted to reach the north.”
I smiled at her. “I found what I needed traveling north.”
“You did?”
“For now.”
“What next, then?”
Concern for what I was about to propose filled me, much like the dreams of the Trilan filled me.
He wouldn’t defeat me. He was powerful, but now that I had gained a new understanding of my magic, so was I.
Eventually, I would find him.
Now I knew how to protect the others I trained.
They would be saved. Strengthened. And we would rebuild.
That was what I’d found in the north.
“Your training in full.” I glanced at her. “That is, if that’s what you want.”
She watched me a moment before her gaze swept around the rest of the Jahor in what had been the prison. I’d taken care of the Hith, but there might be others lower in the fortress. I would need to sweep through, remove the threat that might remain. I thought I had the strength for that. We could be safe here for a while. I wouldn’t have to travel.
The Jahor could rebuild.
“The Volatar would teach me?”
Taking a deep breath, I smiled at her. “Not the Volatar. I would teach you.”
    
Grab book 2 in The Volatar Saga: A Power Awakened.




Those who command the great powers find a new awakening of magic.
With power restored, and a tenuous balance now formed with his powers, the Volatar's work is not yet done. 
The Jahor have suffered considerable losses, but they now have a place to prepare. With strange attacks targeting his people, the Volatar knows it won't be long before the Trilan finds them and destroys the Jahor for good.
Hevith leads his people north. Now a wagon master, he must find the place of safety promised to him, but the afety of the north isn't what he'd been led to believe.
An encounter with the Hith gives Hevith a knew target and a knew goal. If he fails, not only the people with him will suffer, but all of the Jahor will fall.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
Dear Reader,
Thank you so much for reading The Edge of Darkness. 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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