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1
VOLATAR
A ROLLING HILLSIDE stretched in front of me, and I crouched down, trying to peer through the grasses. I wasn’t able to make out much in the distance, only smears of color. The fading sunlight made it difficult to ascertain anything more.
Others nearby shifted, making far more noise than I would’ve preferred. I would have asked for silence, but I wasn’t about to risk irritating them.
I no longer had to be that person.
There was a time when I would have demanded silence. A time when I would’ve demanded that those following me do exactly as I say, but that time had passed.
Coldan dropped down next to me. He grunted, far too loudly.
“You’re making too much noise,” I said.
He grunted again. “There’s nothing out there.”
“Not if we keep making noise like this, there won’t be. I’m sure there’s something ahead of us, though.”
“You are sure?” Coldan looked over his shoulder, glancing behind him. He had his sword unsheathed in one hand, stretched in front of him, while his other hand was balled into a tight fist as if he were ready to attack. “We’ve been heading along this way for the better part of three days.”
“Because we need to,” I said.
“What if we’re going the wrong direction?”
I sighed. That had begun to become my concern, as well. Not that I would admit that to the others. Or that I could. I didn’t want them to know I wasn’t certain. Not anymore. We had been tracking in this direction, trying to understand what these creatures might’ve been doing and where they might have been going, but we hadn’t been able to come up with anything.
Each day I entered the Place of Knowing, testing to see if there was anything I might be able to come up with. Each day I found nothing more. Only a residual sense of power that suggested there might be something out there, though whatever it was happened to be beyond my ability to track.
“You don’t know,” Coldan said. He started to laugh, coughing at the end of it.
I frowned. “Are you hurt?”
“Hurt? Gods, no. I’m amused that with your resurgence in confidence, you still have no idea what’s going on.”
“We have a much better idea about what is going on than we did before.”
“Just because we know what’s taking place doesn’t mean there is anything we can do about it. This battle isn’t ours.”
I looked at the others arranged on the hillside with us. Jahor, all of them. All had a connection to the elaron. All of them glowed with a faint power. Shae. Erich. Owen. Several other men much like Coldan who had taken on a connection to the elaron, bridging them in a way that had not been seen since the war. Not enough. Certainly not enough compared to what we had seen before.
“This battle has always been ours,” I said softly.
“It’s beyond us,” Coldan said.
It should be. I think that was what troubled Coldan and some of the others, if I were honest, more than anything else. This battle should not be ours. I had made it ours. Of course, I had made it ours because the battle had changed.
We had been fighting the Hith and the Vicenz for decades. The Jahor had fragmented because of that fight. It had decimated our people.
Were it not for that war, the Jahor, and our cities, would still be standing. Most of those cities had fallen long before I had an opportunity to see them. Some of them, though, had lasted. There were places like Eral, Vor, Thisten, and Laranth. Cities that had once been reminiscent of the power of the Jahor, though had long ago faded and become something else. There was a time when the Jahor had known how to build cities unlike any others, a time when the power of the elaron flowed into the stone of the cities themselves. It was an aspect of the Jahor that had been lost. Were I truly the Volatar, I would have rebuilt those cities. Instead, I had focused my attention on the Hith, intending to destroy them, less concerned about building.
Now we were a shell of what we had been. We no longer possessed the same power. Those who had any connection to the elaron were rare, fragmented. We could no longer fight. Still, I had begun to feel that we had to fight.
“It might be beyond us, but it shouldn’t be.”
Coldan looked over, and I could see the question burning in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. That wasn’t his way. His was to ensure that I remained convinced and confident of the decisions we made.
“How much further do you intend for us to go?” he asked.
I inhaled deeply before letting it out. “I don’t know.”
We moved north. Always north.
It struck me as interesting that would be the way we needed to travel. After all this time, after everything we’d done, this would be the direction that we would go. The answers were there. Danger was there, as well.
If only the tu’alan were willing to participate, though they had now told me twice that they had no interest in the wars of men. This despite the fact that this war was not one of men. This was one that had drawn man into it, but it should not have been ours. They had made it ours.
Which meant that we would have to end it.
Coldan probably knew all of this. He probably could feel my frustration, though I didn’t share any of it with him. How could I?
The people who followed me couldn’t know that I questioned. They needed confidence. I had seen that before when traveling and gathering the Jahor. Those who had experienced the pain of war needed to know that they were doing something, and fighting something; that they were able to survive.
The problem this time, as it had been the last, was that I didn’t know if we would be able to survive. The dangers were different.
I probably should have separated into the Place of Knowing, but I didn’t want to do so just yet. Instead, I crept forward.
There wasn’t anything in the distance I could make out. No movement, other than those with us. Nothing that I should be concerned about. The darkness made it difficult to know with any certainty, though.
When we stopped for the night, we would need to ensure the people with us were protected and safe. Without having any assurances, I didn’t want to camp. We had moved too far to the north for that. Too far beyond what would have been safe.
Using the elaron might provide answers, but I didn’t have the strength needed for what I once would have been able to do with it. Still, I had to try.
Closing my eyes, I focused on the elaron. Having drawn it lately gave me a confidence I’d be able to use it more effectively, but having others around me with a connection to the elaron meant I would have additional power were I to need it.
Not that I wanted to draw off of them. There was a danger in doing so.
It was a danger I’d taken too long to learn. Drawing the elaron from those around me ran the risk of weakening them, diminishing them—and their power. Were we attacked, they wouldn’t be able to defend themselves nearly as well as they should.
Calling the elaron to me, I let that power fill me. There was a sense of energy coming from everywhere. It was faint, but it began to build.
Slowly, I pulled more of the elaron from the people around me.
Shae and Erich lent me the most. Erich, especially. He was powerful with his connection to the elaron. Shae would have been had she chosen to use her connection in a different way. That power filled me.
I embraced it. The energy continued to build, and I held on to it, letting that power come through me. Then I turned it outward.
Using elaron like this had its benefits. It was control, but it was a different kind of control. What I wanted was to sweep it away from me so that I could see if there was any sense of the is’anish. I hadn’t detected anything yet, but the longer we traveled north, the more likely we would find something.
The elaron swept away from me. It headed into the nothingness. Darkness.
A faint glowing persisted where I pushed the elaron. It was enough that I could push back the darkness, at least some of it. Not so much that I could make out anything in the night. I could feel the power out there, but nothing else.
Releasing the elaron, I got to my feet.
“That’s it?” Coldan asked.
I glanced over to him. “There’s nothing out there.”
“Are you certain?”
“As certain as I can be.” Still holding on to the elaron I’d borrowed from the others, I started to release it. There was no point in holding it beyond what I needed to detect for power. Seeing as how there wasn’t anything more I could detect, I didn’t need to continue probing. As I released it, there came a soft pressure in the distance.
I turned.
Coldan glanced at me. I never knew how much of the elaron he could feel directly, but he seemed to have known there was something amiss.
He unsheathed his sword.
“What do you detect?” His voice was a whisper against the night.
“It could be nothing.”
“Could be?”
I nodded. “Or…”
The sword started to shine more brightly. Coldan took a step forward, the sword continuing to glow with the energy of the elaron he pushed out through it.
I followed him, holding on to the elaron, having not yet released what I pulled from the others near me. I hesitated doing so. I merely kept hold of that power, not clinging to it tightly, but also not releasing it back to the others. I held enough of it, waiting for the possibility that I might need it.
As I focused on the elaron in the distance, I probed outward to see if there might be anything more I could determine about what I had detected pressing upon me.
Nothing.
Pulling on a little bit more of the elaron, I forced it forward. Perhaps a little more forcefully than I intended. The elaron glowed brightly as it swept across the ground.
Darkness pushed back against it. At first, I couldn’t tell what it was. I feared it, though. There was a time when I would’ve believed this was all just the ne’rash, power that came from either the Hith or someone who had that sort of magic.
Perhaps that was all this was.
My concern, though, was that this might represent the is’anish.
It had been a while since we had seen any sign of them. Yet they were still out there. Pressing. Now that I had proven myself capable of harming them, another attack would come. Which was why we had to press.
“I don’t see anything,” Coldan said.
“Just the darkness.”
“Ne’rash?”
I started to smile. “I would almost believe that you have learned a thing or two over the years with me.”
“I would say the same about you, but it wouldn’t be true.”
Coldan started forward.
I chuckled softly, and formed the blade of elaron, holding it in my hand. I wrapped a hint of the ne’rash through it, weaving around the blade. It had the effect of diminishing the light, dimming it somewhat. That was a benefit I had not expected.
“I hope we don’t need that,” he said, glancing over to the blade. “But I am glad to see it again.”
“It has been too long, hasn’t it?”
“With what we’ve faced?” He chuckled.
I glanced behind me.
The others were there, but so far they had not moved forward.
I didn’t want them to. Not yet.
There weren’t all that many who had the ability to handle the is’anish. We were working on it. The elaron would be effective to hold them, but it took me and my particular connection to powers in order to effectively stop them. For us to do more…
I knew what it would take. Not just the elaron. We would need access to the ne’rash. I had given that some thought, but the solution was complicated. More difficult than what I had ever imagined. It would require something more than simply cutting through the Hith, bringing down those who opposed us.
It might involve bringing them around to work with us.
Stepping into the darkness, I held on to the blade of elaron. Glancing down at it, I realized I couldn’t refer to it in that way any longer. It no longer was just a blade of elaron. Now, because of the ne’rash, it was something more. The energy swirling through it continued to build.
“I don’t detect anything,” I said, moving forward. With each step, I probed outward with the elaron. Splitting my focus like this, holding on to the blade while also pushing outward, required that I draw more of the elaron from the others near us.
I didn’t want to pull too much from them.
“I see something,” Coldan said.
He took a step forward, and then grunted.
Coldan collapsed.
I reacted. Thrusting outward, holding on to the elaron, I swept it out in a circle, turning it in a spiraling pattern. To that I added a hint of the ne’rash, and the two energies mixed in an explosion.
Everything burst outward.
I darted toward the fallen form of Coldan.
He lay crumpled. His sword just out of reach.
Touching a hand to his chest, I worried that he had already been injured. I had seen the effect of the is’anish on those who had a connection to the elaron, and I feared that they had done something similar to Coldan.
He still breathed.
Probing him, testing his connection to the elaron, I found it still intact. He was unharmed. Unconscious, though.
I got up, standing over him. Holding on to the connection to the elaron, I pushed outward again, probing as I had before.
Where were the is’anish?
They had to be here. That had to be the darkness that I had seen, the shadows that loomed out around us, but even as I focused on that energy, I didn’t sense anything more.
Coldan remained motionless. He was breathing, though. I figured that was a victory.
Either that, or it was a marker of just how powerful he was. Coldan was bound to the elaron in a way that so few were. At least these days. We had lost most of the Order over the years, slaughtered by the Hith and the Vicenz, leaving Coldan as one of the few remaining. In some ways, they had left him alive as a taunt to me, a reminder of what I had failed to protect.
“You need to get up,” I whispered to Coldan. I probed him again with the elaron, sending a bit more surging toward him. It wasn’t enough. “I’m going to need your sword, old friend,” I whispered.
I pushed more power out from me. This required that I draw from the others. I borrowed from their elaron as I continued to push power out into Coldan.
It latched on to something inside of him.
Energy began to build, the connection to power rising between us.
The blade I held began to flicker. I had to maintain the blade of elaron. I didn’t dare lose that. It was the only way I would have to fight the is’anish if they attacked. I had to force more power through myself, connecting more to the elaron.
It was times like these when I wished my own bond to the elaron was greater than it currently was.
Once, I would’ve had more power than anyone alive. I had honed that ability, connecting to the elaron in such a way that there were very few who could use it in ways that I could. Now I was just one more Jahor who had a connection to the elaron, but not a powerful one.
Still, I could use the power of others. I had to do that now.
Forcing energy out from me, I pushed it into Coldan. It flickered. When it did, there was a hint of resistance.
Coldan groaned.
“There you are,” I whispered.
He started to move.
The elaron came off of me, drawn from him, through the others. It was happening too quickly. The connection Coldan shared to the elaron drew it off of me, but I forced it away.
“Hold on,” I whispered.
I had to restrict it. I had to keep him from calling too much.
I could not.
More power continued to pour out of me. This would weaken the others.
I had no idea what effect it would have on Coldan. Over the years, he had drawn on the elaron multiple times, and each time that he drew more, some aspect of his own connection shifted, altering him in a way that made him the soldier he was now. He had grown strong. Impossibly strong.
He was also bound to the elaron. Perhaps that was why it pulled through me. Maybe I had to let it. Yet doing so weakened everyone else around us. Even in that, I didn’t know if I should resist.
Holding more power, I had to continue to fight, struggling with the power coming off of me. I needed my own connection. I needed to continue to pull that energy, and I needed to use the blade of elaron. If I lost that control, I…
The blade flickered again. I didn’t have enough strength to hold on to it. The darkness around me continued to press. It was too much.
I tried to fight it, trying to see through the darkness, straining for the ability to make out something more, but I failed. Power flowed into Coldan.
He glowed with it. It made him strong.
Coldan let out a heavy breath, and then he sat up. “What happened?”
I crouched down near him, gathering his sword back to him. If I didn’t have the blade of elaron, then at least one of us should have some way of defending us. “It looks like you were struck by something and then collapsed.”
“I don’t remember it.”
“What do you remember?”
“I remember you chattering on with me.”
I grunted. “That could be any time,” I said.
“That’s my point,” he said. He took the sword from me, squeezing the hilt. The blade started to glow softly with the elaron, and I looked up at him.
Some aspect of him had changed.
I couldn’t tell what it was. Could he be larger?
That was always the danger when it came to feeding more elaron into somebody like Coldan, who was already so well connected to it. I didn’t think so, though.
What, then?
“Are you going to gather your blade again?”
“I had it, but then you started draining me.”
“I did?”
“I’m sure you didn’t mean to.”
“Maybe I did,” Coldan said.
He stretched briefly. A frown crossed his face. He still glowed with a pale energy.
“Whatever attacked is still out there,” I said.
“And I’m sure you can protect me if it comes down to it,” Coldan said.
I began to focus on the elaron. There was a part of me that worried whether or not I would be able to reach it, but the power came to me quickly. Strangely, I could feel it drawn toward Coldan. I had to be careful. Pulling on that power in that manner left me worried that it would flow away from me too much.
I shifted the elaron. Forming the blade of elaron, the power burst forward, and it started to flow as if heading toward Coldan. Strange.
“Try this,” I said.
I held out the blade of elaron, and he looked down at me as if I were mad.
“I can’t hold on to your power,” he said.
“I’m not so sure you can’t,” I said.
He looked down at the blade of elaron, staring at it. “What happens when you need power?”
“I don’t know. I wonder if I might be able to do the same for myself.”
That remained to be seen. For now, I needed to know whether or not Coldan could hold on to this blade.
He reached for it hesitantly.
I wasn’t sure what would happen. I had never passed on the blade of elaron to someone else before. I had worked with other Jahor to teach them how to create their own. It was part of the way we had defeated the Hith. I had never created one myself and handed it to someone else.
Soldiers of the Order had used their curved blades, powering them with the elaron that poured up through them. In this case, I attempted to see if I could simply create a sword.
Coldan took it, and the blade persisted. He held on to it carefully. “This is strange,” Coldan said.
“Stranger than anything else we have dealt with?”
“I suppose not.”
“I’m not sure if I will be able to hold that.”
Coldan squeezed the handle of the blade of elaron. “It is interesting,” he said. “I can feel it, almost as if it is connecting to me.”
As I looked down, I realized he was right.
Not only was there the power coming from the blade, but it seemed to be connecting to him in a way. That was unusual.
“You should be better prepared to handle the Hith,” I said. “Only it’s a little bit late for us to be dealing with the Hith.”
“Perhaps it would’ve been good had you done this for me years ago. We might have ended the war.”
“I’m not so sure,” I said.
He grunted.
I looked out into the distance. The elaron no longer pulled away from me. Now that I had given him the blade of elaron, it seemed as if I had done what the power wanted me to do.
There were times in my life when I felt as if I had been guided by the elaron. When I had first been imprisoned, when I had first been trapped, forcing me to learn of my connection to the elaron, I suspected something had guided me there. When I had gone after the Jahor, attempting to bring them together and unite the people in a way that they had not been for so long, I had felt it again. Other times over the years had been similar.
This was one of those times. It was almost as if the elaron had wanted Coldan to have his own blade now.
As I looked behind me, I couldn’t help but wonder if the others of the Order we had newly created would need something similar. Perhaps they could not hold on to it in the way that Coldan did.
I formed another blade; mine appeared narrower, and not nearly as powerful as the one Coldan held. I added the ne’rash around mine.
“Why is yours so dim?”
“Because of the ne’rash.”
Coldan looked down. “I don’t think I should have the ne’rash on this.”
I looked at the way the elaron connected to him, the power that came out of him and into the blade. “I don’t think you should, either.” It felt wrong.
As we turned our attention back to what presented itself in front of us, I looked over to Coldan. “We need to find out what’s out there.”
“You thought it was is’anish.”
I had, but I didn’t know.
I nodded to him, and the two of us started forward. With the light glowing from his blade along with mine, we pushed back the darkness.
I held on to the elaron that connected to the rest of us, to the others that were back where we were ready to camp, and even as I pushed outward, I didn’t feel anything more. No sense of darkness. No sense of emptiness. Nothing.
They had come, attacking Coldan, and then departed? That didn’t make any sense to me.
It was too late for us to be able to see much easily. If we continued pushing forward, risking ourselves against the night, I worried that we would come across something else. We might be ambushed.
“We should go back,” I said to Coldan.
“If that’s what you think.”
“I don’t want to, it’s just I don’t know if we can find anything out here at night.”
Coldan swept the elaron blade out from him.
A pale bit of light flooded away from it, streaking out in the spiral as he turned.
Could he even see that?
It had been my experience that not all people could see the elaron. At least not in the same way that I could.
As he swept his blade around, I noticed movement far from us. It was a strange sort of movement, but not the is’anish.
“Do you see that?”
“I can’t see anything,” Coldan said. “I have often wondered how you are able to see anything.”
“It’s the elaron,” I said. “And there is something out there.”
I glanced back to the hillside. We needed to return to the others. They needed us to be there if the is’anish attacked. I also wanted to know what was out there in the darkness. We couldn’t do both.
The answer came to me. It was the same answer that I always had. The same decision that I always made. Protect the Jahor.
I wasn’t going to be able to protect the Jahor if I fell.
I nodded to Coldan, and we headed back.
I couldn’t shake the feeling that we retreated. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something followed us just beyond the reaches of the light of elaron. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were hunted.
If it were the is’anish, then I had to be ready for it. We had to know what we were dealing with.
Coldan looked over to me. He said nothing. It wasn’t until we neared the others, the elaron glowing away from them, that I began to relax.
Even with that, I wasn’t completely off my guard.
There was something out there. Something that we had to understand. Especially as it had attacked Coldan. I stood on the hillside, looking out into the darkness. I couldn’t see anything. Not very well. But somehow, I could feel it. A vague sense of movement in the distance. That troubled me enough that I remained standing in place, staring.
There was something out there.
We had to find it. We had to discover those answers. And when we did, then we had to find a way to defeat the is’anish.



2
HEVITH
THE SOFT SENSE of power pressed upon Hevith, a familiar awareness to him these days. It came from all around, though he focused primarily on what he could detect in front of him. Embracing the elaron, he let it fill him with the source of power, letting it flow out of him and into the fyrwood staff.
“It’s glowing more brightly,” Coldan said.
He leaned against a stone wall inside of the small room, watching Hevith with a frown etched on his face. He towered within the confined space, everything about him seeming large. Hevith wondered how much of the draw on the elaron Coldan even recognized himself having.
“The wood holds it,” Hevith said, tracing his fingers along the length of the staff. “I always thought it was something of magic Morad and Mother used to make the staff hold the power, but that’s not it at all. It’s all about the fyrwood.”
Coldan grunted. “Are we going to talk about what you’re doing, or are you going to stand there playing with your staff?”
Hevith looked up. A single lantern set on a table in the corner of the room gave off the light in the room, though the power that he pushed out from himself into the staff added to the light. He didn’t know how much Coldan could see of it. Experience had told him that he might be one of the few who could see the light of the elaron.
Other than the table with the lantern resting on it, the rest of the room was empty. It was best for him to practice that way. He preferred the emptiness, if only because it helped him ensure he wasn’t going to damage anything.
“What I’m doing is trying to bring the Jahor together.” That was what he’d been doing for the last few months. Working with the inestar to call to the Jahor. They had found some, but not nearly as many as Hevith knew were out there.
Coldan pushed away from the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. The way he looked at Hevith screamed of disapproval. “If that were all you were doing, then we wouldn’t need to move this far south. That’s what you said you were doing.”
Hevith glanced over to the staff. Ever since taking it from the forest—being given it by the tu’alan—he’d found it changing. The connection to the elaron changed it, though he didn’t know why that should be.
“The Jahor aren’t only in the north. Besides, the tu’alan made it clear we weren’t welcome in the north.”
“You want to do what they say?”
“I don’t know that we have any choice. The forest won’t let us return.”
Coldan grunted again. “There are some of us willing to fight the Hith, but not everyone will be. I don’t know what you intend when it comes to bringing us south, but you have to be aware there are some traveling with us that don’t want to risk the dangers you’re guiding us toward.”
Hevith squeezed the staff and lifted it. Power flowed out of him, so much easier now than it had been when he’d first started working with it. The connection happened naturally, a part of him that had always been there. Even as he squeezed the staff, feeling the energy flowing from him, he could track the source of it somewhere deep inside of him.
It wasn’t only his connection he could feel. There was the same connection within Coldan, though what he detected from him was not quite the same. That had changed. Partly it had changed because of what Hevith had done to modify things for Coldan, linking him to the power in order for him to survive, the elaron feeding him in a way, but partly it was because Coldan had always had a different connection than Hevith.
“Have they said that to you?” Hevith asked.
“I don’t need for them to say it to me. It’s the look in their eyes, Hevith.”
He regarded Coldan for a few moments before nodding. He stepped toward the door, holding tightly to the staff, and when he pulled it open, a gray sky greeted him. The days had been overcast over the last few months, almost as if the sun weren’t willing to poke its head from the clouds while they made their way to the south. The wagons had slowly ambled in the southerly direction, winding through lands that Hevith had traveled with his family. Traveling now was a different experience, not only because his caravan was larger than when he’d traveled with his family, but also because he no longer went out of the way to avoid the Hith. Why fear them when he knew he could defeat them?
The village of Toran spread out before them. They’d been here for the better part of the last few weeks, long enough that Hevith had grown comfortable here. He’d agreed to linger so the wagons could resupply, but it was more than that. The people needed to recover. Not all were equipped to live on the road the way that he was. Even as they lingered, he used the inestar to try to detect more of the Jahor.
Even Hevith had struggled somewhat during the travels. He’d known traveling and the wagons and the frequent changing of the landscape his entire life, but there was something different about it now. Perhaps it was that he was in charge, the wagon master now tasked with ensuring the safety of his people and the role his father had once envisioned for him, or perhaps it had more to do with the fact he intended to keep moving the opposite direction his father had always led the people.
The buildings of Toran were spaced evenly. It was a farming village, and the outermost homes let out to the surrounding farms. Corn and wheat, mostly, but there were several livestock pens near the outskirts of the village as well. It had surprised Hevith that the Hith had left Toran untouched, but then it was fairly well isolated and not situated on any main thoroughfare. Anyone coming to Toran would have to have known it was here. We’d stumbled upon it by chance, though I wondered how much was chance and how much had been the elaron driving us.
Hevith headed through the village, making his way past the local craftsmen—a blacksmith and a metalsmith were near each other, a candlemaker not far from them, the farrier and a carpenter further along the road—before slowing as he approached a small green space at the center of the village.
Several of the locals were there. The people of Toran preferred heavier clothing, all wools and often fur lined, mostly because their location this far in the north put them in a greater danger of the shifting weather, but they also preferred bright colors that were so different than the drab shades Hevith was accustomed to. He hadn’t learned where they obtained the dyes used to stain their fabric such bright shades of orange and yellow, as if they were trying to push back the clouds.
They surrounded Valtek.
He grinned, holding onto the inestar, the energy coming off it what had drawn Hevith in this way. Valtek had continued to use the device, pulling power through it in a way Hevith found impressive. He had a control over the elaron that Hevith still strived to match, though the longer that he worked with his connection, the more Hevith thought he’d find the same control. It would take time, and it would take him working with consistency, but he believed he could do it.
“Now do you feel it?” Valtek was saying as he approached.
He glanced over toward Hevith. Valtek had dark eyes, black hair, and during their travels, he’d grown thinner, as if the time on the road hadn’t agreed with him nearly as much as his time in his city had. Most of the people who’d come with Hevith from the prison had continued to put on weight, finally returning to health. Too much time spent in the prison had weakened them before.
“I feel something,” Brin, a younger girl of about fifteen, said.
Valtek winked at Hevith, who only shook his head.
The sense of the inestar continued to flow, the energy of it resonating with Hevith’s staff. Now that he’d been using the staff the way that he had, he no longer needed to draw power through the inestar the way he once had in order to draw to the Jahor. That came from the staff as much as anything.
“Good. Let it surround you. Flow through you. As it does, you should be able to feel something awaken inside of you.”
The others with them, all younger like Brin, studied Valtek as if he held some great secret. To them, he probably did.
“I don’t love the way he’s doing that,” Coldan said.
“It’s not for us to love,” Hevith said. “He knows what he needs to do in order to elicit the elaron from them.”
“It doesn’t have to feel so… seductive.”
Hevith glanced over, arching a brow. “You think it’s seductive?”
“Look at him. Look at how he’s holding on to that power. There’s something about the way he’s using it that feels… I don’t know. Wrong, I guess.”
Hevith could sense the connection that Valtek possessed to the elaron, but he didn’t feel as if there was anything wrong about it. The elaron simply was. Not right or wrong, but a power that existed.
“He knows how to test others to draw it out of them. We need him to do that.”
It was what they’d been doing for the last few months while traveling along the road. With each stop, Valtek would attempt to detect those who had the potential with elaron. Hevith might be able to use the inestar in order to find the Jahor, but he didn’t have the same control over it to know who could draw upon power and who could not. That was something he still needed to learn from Valtek.
“I’d rather it be you.”
“You just don’t care for him.”
“No. I don’t.”
Hevith continued to watch Valtek. There was a soft drawing of the elaron that swirled out from him, touching on each of the others surrounding him. For some reason, it seemed as if the power lingered on Brin the longest, the elaron swirling around her in such a way that it lifted something within her.
That was new.
Hevith hadn’t seen anything lifted from inside of the others before, but now that he saw it, he recognized the way Valtek used that power to try to raise even more energy. It flowed up and then back out.
The inestar seemed to be deliberately doing it, which meant that Valtek had control over it. The way that power swirled and rose was subtle, a faint touch that surrounded everything around them, a hint of the elaron making its way around the inside of the plaza.
“Does anyone else feel anything rising within them?” Valtek asked. His gaze lingered on the others with him. Darby was a few years older than Brin. She had golden blonde hair and a round face. Her bright yellow dress fit snug around her curves. Maybe she was the reason Coldan didn’t care for how Valtek worked with them. The other potential with them was Ronash. A young man in his early twenties, he was thin and looked as malnourished as many who’d traveled with them from the prison.
“I think I feel something,” Darby said. She had her eyes closed and swayed in place, moving from side to side.
Coldan watched, and Hevith found himself observing him almost as much as he did Valtek. At least he understood his friend’s irritation. With Coldan, it wasn’t always easy to know what troubled him.
“Good. Let the power continue to build. You can feel how it rises, swelling in you like the warmth of a lover’s embrace.”
Coldan practically growled, and Hevith resisted the urge to smile at his friend.
He stepped forward, and Valtek glanced over at him. The energy of elaron swirled away from Valtek, flowing out from the inestar, and it touched upon the three who surrounded Valtek, watching as he worked with them.
Hevith added a hint of energy coming off of him as well, using the elaron in order to add to the power that Valtek drew.
The connection flowed from him, joining with Valtek, and it surged within the inestar. He noticed the rising power, and it resonated again within the staff, a connection to power Hevith could feel flowing easily between him and Valtek.
Within it, he noticed the power flowing from within Darby as well as within Brin. When Valtek had mentioned the power swelling up within them, Hevith hadn’t known what he had meant, but now that he felt it, he understood. It truly did rise up within them, a swelling sort of energy that came from deep inside them, building up with a rising intensity. That was what Valtek mentioned, and that was the power he was trying to get them to recognize.
Hevith glanced over to Coldan but Coldan ignored him, keeping his gaze only on Valtek. Tension in his jaw troubled Hevith. As tense as Coldan appeared, he worried what he might do.
Coldan’s resentment had gotten worse in the time they’d been within the village. While traveling, Coldan had been able to ignore Valtek and the way he had nearly betrayed them, but ever since settling for a few weeks here in the village, there had been something to Coldan that had been much more irritated.
Hevith used a hint of the elaron, letting it swirl around Coldan. It did nothing other than cause a flare of power within the large man.
“Now that you can feel the energy swelling within you, I want you to embrace that. Feel the warmth as it rises up within you. Pretend you’re standing there with your lover, your arms wrapped around them, your lips leaning closer—”
Coldan growled.
Valtek looked over, frowning for a moment before flicking his gaze to Hevith.
“Perhaps we take a break,” Valtek said.
Darby and Brin both let out a soft sigh. Ronash nodded slowly, and he glanced to Hevith, his eyes widening slightly, before he turned and slipped out of the plaza. The other two departed more slowly, their gazes lingering on Valtek. Maybe Coldan was onto something regarding the way Valtek worked with them.
“Did you come to ensure I was doing what I promised?” Valtek asked.
“I felt the inestar,” Hevith said.
“Indeed? You are highly attuned it to it.”
“You were calling enough power through it that I couldn’t feel anything other than it,” Hevith said.
“The inestar grants quite a bit of power,” he said. “It doesn’t take much for me to be able to use it, to push that energy out from within it, and for me to find the strength of the device.” He smiled. “Of course, I’m sure you are well aware of it.”
“Have you found any more potentials?” That was the main reason that Hevith had been willing to allow Valtek to continue using the inestar. If they were to be successful, they were going to need as many people who had the connection to the elaron as possible. There were quite a few with them who had power, but not all of them could reach it easily. Some were like Coldan, connected to the elaron, but not in a way they were able to manipulate very well on their own.
“This village has quite a few who have some potential, though not many who are as strong as I would like.”
“As strong as you would like?” Coldan asked.
Valtek looked over to him, darkness flickering across his brow for a moment before fading. “Not as strong as what I would like, but what Hevith looks for. We both know he needs to find those with a connection. If we’re going to pose any threat to the Hith, we’re going to need those who have a connection to the elaron to resist them.”
Coldan clenched his jaw again.
Valtek seemed to be oblivious to it, ignoring the expression, and turning his attention to Hevith. “These three each have more ability than most within the village that we have found. It is quite remarkable that there are so many here who have some potential.”
“I doubt it’s all that remarkable,” Hevith said. He swept his gaze around the village. There were other villagers making their way through the streets, though it was late enough in the day that many were already busy with other tasks. He could feel the energy from them, something that touched upon some deep part of him, an awareness of these villagers. It was the power of the elaron, the connection of the Jahor.
That was what they had come to the village searching for.
In order for him to succeed, he was going to need to bring the Jahor together, to offer them some level of protection. He was going to have to ensure the Hith could no longer cause danger to them. Hevith had done everything in his power in order to do so, but it still seemed as if they had accomplished so very little.
They had barely begun to touch the borders of the war. So far, in all their travels, they had visited places that Hevith had gone with his family before, and they had not reached any place further to the south than that. Eventually, he knew they would need to keep pushing to the south.
“Why don’t you think it’s remarkable?” Valtek asked.
“Most of these northern villages have had Jahor refugees for quite some time,” Hevith said. “I didn’t know it at the time, but I think it’s the reason my parents wandered through the villages the way they did. They were looking for other refugees they could take to the north.”
Coldan glanced over to him, and Hevith shook his head. He knew what Coldan was thinking. He was worried about Hevith.
Though he believed his parents were still out there, and there was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to search for them, to dedicate his time in that quest, he knew he could not. The people he led depended upon him to care more for them than he did for himself. For now, this was his task. That didn’t mean that he wouldn’t look for word, hoping to hear something about them, but Hevith focused more on what he could determine about his missing family.
“I still find it remarkable. When we were isolated, we hadn’t heard anything about the Jahor in quite some time. The war had seemingly destroyed all of the Jahor, leaving the people scattered, slaughtered.”
Hevith nodded to Valtek to follow, and he joined them, heading through the village.
“Coldan thinks we’ve been here long enough and we need to get moving,” Hevith said.
“I said no such thing,” Coldan said.
“Coldan also thinks that my plan to continue to press the Hith is dangerous.”
“It is dangerous,” Coldan said.
“I agree with your large friend,” Valtek said.
Hevith looked over to him. Valtek shrugged.
“Anything you intend to do against the Hith will be dangerous. Those you take to fight against them will be placed into acute jeopardy. They want to be well trained, and unfortunately, we don’t have enough Jahor well connected to the elaron to do that.”
Hevith glanced over to Coldan. “We have him. Others like him.”
“We do, but…” Valtek frowned, and darkness clouded his brow again. “I worry that is a misuse of the elaron.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve fallen back into the belief that Callah has given us these gifts.”
“Someone has provided us with these gifts. I’m not saying it is the same deity others have long believed, only that I am well aware that the power we possess, the gifts we’ve been given, have come from someplace. I embraced that gift, much like you should.”
“I do embrace that gift,” Hevith said, squeezing the staff. “Whether it comes from some higher power or whether we are simply born to it, I don’t know that it matters. Much like I don’t know that it matters how we use this power.”
“It matters,” Coldan said.
Hevith glanced over to him. Coldan rarely spoke of his opinion on the use of the elaron, though he knew his friend had strong feelings about it. They were deep-seated feelings, lessons that had been ingrained within him for his entire life. Many of the Jahor felt the same way. It was something Hevith struggled against, trying to convince them their powers were not tied to some supernatural being. They had to get past the belief that they could only use their powers in service of their god. Hevith wanted them to use their abilities in service of their people.
“It matters, but—”
“It matters,” Coldan said.
Hevith held on to the sense of the elaron within him, letting it build. It flowed out from him, into the staff, and radiated outward. He pushed it outward and it flowed into the village, rolling away from him.
There came a distinct awareness of the others here. He could feel them, and he could feel the power they held on to, which tied into him in a way he needed to master. That was the key to the inestar, the way the device had allowed him to connect to the other Jahor.
“We have to push the Hith back,” Hevith said. “Danger or not.” He turned to Coldan. “There are the others like you who can fight.”
“Not all want to fight,” Coldan said.
“Then they defend.” They’d had this discussion before, and Coldan knew how he felt about it, much the way that Hevith knew how Coldan felt about it. Not that it mattered. They hadn’t dealt with the Hith in quite some time. There hadn’t been the need. As they’d traveled, they hadn’t encountered anything from the war other than what they’d run from.
“They defend, but—”
Coldan looked up as they reached the edge of the village. In the distance, the wagons were circled, a caravan much larger than the one Hevith had been a part of when he’d been younger. This caravan was now nearly forty wagons long, and would be longer were they able to find more wagons. As it was, they were cramped into the wagons they had, a rolling village that lumbered toward the south.
“What is it?” Hevith asked, following the direction of Coldan’s gaze.
He tipped his head from side to side, as if he were trying to listen but couldn’t tell what he should hear. “I don’t know. There’s something out there, but…”
Hevith squeezed onto the staff, and drew the power of the elaron through it. If there was something out there, he wanted to know about it.
Energy spilled out from him.
Hevith used that energy to sweep away from him, sending it probing far from them. It swept over the caravan, the wagons filled with people—his people. The elaron within them echoed for him, a calling sensation that he was able to feel flowing from them. When the power moved past, Hevith continued to push it.
On his own, he had more limits to what he could do with the power. Connected to the staff, he could store elaron within it, and he could then draw upon that link. More than that, he could draw on the bond to the rest of the Jahor with him. There was a sense of power that flooded from him. That was the energy he sent away from him.
Then he picked up on something in the distance.
Power. Familiar power.
“Do you feel it?” Coldan asked.
Hevith nodded slowly. “I do.” He wanted to know how Coldan had felt it, but that didn’t matter. Not now.
“What is it?” Valtek asked.
“Hith. Many Hith,” Hevith said.



3
HEVITH
THE APPROACHING Hith moved quickly enough that Hevith knew they were aware of their presence. That would be the only explanation as to why they came with such speed toward a village this small. He could almost imagine a cloud of power chasing them, though there wasn’t anything there. Just the overcast sky.
“Get the wagons ready,” Hevith said to Valtek.
He looked to Coldan for a moment before nodding and running off.
Hevith took a deep breath as he turned to Coldan. “It’s been a while since we’ve faced any of the Hith.”
“It has.”
“Do you think you’re ready?”
“It’s not so much about my being ready as it is about your being ready.”
Hevith started to smile, but he could tell Coldan wasn’t joking with him. “We need to keep the Hith from the village and the wagons.”
“We do.”
“Gather the others.”
Coldan regarded him for a long time. There was a heat in his expression, one that was mixed with something else—worry, it seemed. “I fear this is what you wanted.”
“I didn’t want the Hith to attack us.”
“You would bring the fight to them.”
Hevith nodded. “For the war to end, we’re going to have to stop fearing the Hith and what they mean. We’re going to have to be willing to do to them what they have done to us. We’re going to have to push them back and reclaim lands of the Jahor.”
“And if we cannot?”
Hevith sighed. “We will.”
“Doing this means you’re placing some of the people you’ve vowed to protect into danger.”
“They were already in danger,” Hevith said.
Coldan watched him a moment longer before nodding and jogging off.
“They’re coming, aren’t they?”
Hevith turned around and saw Alicia watching him. She’d recovered from injuries sustained in the prison as much as she could, though was still weakened. Hevith worried about her. It had taken her a long time to find her way back from the attack in the prison, and he’d even begun to wonder whether she’d be able to fully recover mentally. He didn’t know if she would be able to come back around from what had happened to her.
“The Hith,” she added.
Hevith nodded. “There’s a sense of them out there.”
“How many?”
He shook his head. “Many.”
Alicia joined him at the edge of the village and slipped her hand into his. He smiled, though didn’t know if there could ever be anything more between them than friendship.
“We’ve gone so long without seeing anything,” she said.
“We’ve known we were heading toward the danger of the war,” Hevith said.
“Knowing it and reaching it are different matters. I guess…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I thought that maybe the war had ended and we just didn’t know. I had hoped, I supposed.”
“I don’t think there’s going to be an ending unless we’re the ones to end it.”
“Why does it have to be us?”
“It has to be someone,” Hevith said.
Alicia looked around, turning her gaze behind her, sweeping it over the inside of the village before turning back to Hevith. “We could stay here and be safe.”
“I’m trying to make sure that people can stay anywhere and be safe,” Hevith said.
“I used to wonder why us. Why the Jahor.”
“It’s because the Hith fear our people,” Hevith said.
“Is that it? Do they fear the Jahor, or do they fear our magic?”
“I think it’s both,” Hevith said.
“Not all of us have it, though.”
“Not all, but enough do, and those who don’t have potential. They fear that potential.”
“I’m scared,” she said.
That was the key to what Coldan had been trying to get across to him. There were others like her, others who were scared. Others who wanted nothing more than to be safe.
Hevith had been guiding them ever south, bringing them closer and closer to the borders of the war, taking that approach because it was what he wanted, but he needed to be careful. It wasn’t necessarily what the people all wanted—or what they needed. Eventually, he would have to find a way to balance the two.
“Stay in the village,” Hevith said, squeezing her hand. Coldan returned riding one massive stallion and leading another. Karn had come with him, noticeably larger than when Hevith had first met him, his connection to the elaron having changed and making him more like Coldan. A dozen other soldiers were with them, all of them connected to the elaron in a way that bound them to each other, creating power within them.
Hevith climbed into the saddle of the horse, and he looked down at Alicia. “We will keep the people safe.”
She watched him, and there was something in her eyes that struck a chord within Hevith. It reminded him of that hopeless feeling he’d seen from so many while they were in prison. He had seen it within Alicia’s eyes during that time, and he had thought that they were beyond it. Getting to safety and freedom should have taken that hopelessness from them, but it had not. There were too many who remained trapped in that sense of hopelessness, who remained stuck in that fear, who couldn’t move past it.
Not that Hevith could blame them. How could he, when he understood the struggle all too well? He understood what they went through, the way they suffered, and he understood just how much they were troubled by what had taken place with them.
He turned the horse, and they rode toward what he sensed of the Hith.
Coldan stayed close, and the others rode behind him. As they passed the wagons, Hevith glanced over to see Valtek getting them situated, securing the people inside, creating a barrier. If Hevith and Coldan and the others failed, the people within the wagons would have to fight—or run. None of them were fighters, and though many of them had begun to gain a connection to the elaron, not all of them had mastered it yet. They were still learning.
Valtek could offer a certain level of protection. The inestar offered that as well.
Hevith needed to do more.
“Have you been able to detect how many we will face?” Karn asked him as they rode. His voice had deepened, and he sat more stiffly than before. There was a different feel to him than when Hevith had first met him.
Hevith drew upon the power of the elaron, pushing out from the staff. He let it wash away, sweeping out from them. When it did, he detected the Hith in front of them, though they were still far enough away that he thought they had time.
“I can’t tell how many.”
“Neither can I,” Coldan said, riding alongside Karn.
“I didn’t realize that you were so well connected to the elaron that you were able to detect them,” Hevith said.
“It isn’t so much that I’m tied to the elaron. It’s more about how I can feel the sense of something pushing against me. It’s like an irritant.”
Hevith frowned. “I don’t feel that irritant the same way,” he said.
“Maybe you’re the irritant,” Coldan said, smiling at him.
Hevith chuckled. The horses raced across the ground, streaking toward what he detected of the Hith. As they rode, he continued to try to determine how many of the Hith were out there, though the further they went, the harder it was for him to discern. He thought that he should have some awareness of it, but for whatever reason, that eluded him.
“I think they are trying to mask their presence,” Karn said.
“Do they have that ability?” Coldan asked.
“I’m not sure. I wouldn’t have thought so, but they seem to be hiding from us,” Karn said. “I can’t see them that well.”
“Then we need to be prepared for more than a few,” Coldan said.
Hevith nodded. As far as he could tell, there were already going to be more than a few. It would be their first test. At least, their first real test. It was one thing fighting for the safety of the caravan. In his mind, this was something different. This was an extension of the war, a way of things becoming greater than they had been before, and a way that Hevith felt as if everything were beginning to shift.
Part of that involved preparing the village, getting everyone ready for the possibility of an attack, and part of it was getting the wagons ready for the attack, but part of it was getting his people ready for it.
Even though Coldan wanted to avoid the fighting, and he wanted to ensure the safety of the rest of the Jahor, Hevith thought they needed a challenge like this. How could they be confident they would be able to take the fight to the Hith, if they didn’t actually fight the Hith?
He continued to push out on the elaron, letting that flow from him. The staff helped. The fyrwood allowed him to connect to his elaron power much more potently, and as Hevith reach for that power, letting it flow through him, he sent the energy sweeping away from him.
Suddenly, he detected something more. It was a resistance. He raised his hand, calling for a stop.
Karn looked over at him. “What is it?”
“I can feel something.”
“What is it that you feel?”
“Resistance.”
“I don’t feel anything,” Coldan said.
“Try,” Hevith said. He didn’t know just what sort of link Coldan had to the elaron, though it was different than his own. Coldan was connected to it, feeding on it in a way that allowed him to grow stronger. Hevith’s own connection to the elaron was such that it tied him to that power, but it didn’t do anything to change him in the same way as it had to Coldan, Karn, and the other soldiers. Hevith was able to draw upon the power by choice whereas Coldan drew it innately.
Coldan closed his eyes but shook his head. He unsheathed his sword and held on to it, squeezing the blade. It glowed softly with a faint light, the light of elaron.
“I don’t detect anything.”
Hevith jumped down from the horse, and he tapped the staff on the ground. He squeezed it, wrapping his hand around the length of wood, and pushed out power from himself. Standing on the ground connected him in a way that riding didn’t, but it was more about the way that he was able to concentrate. He needed that concentration, and he needed to have a connection to the ground, a connection to something more. By standing here, he could feel that bond and he could feel the energy filling him.
Hevith pushed it out from him. The resistance greeted him again.
It was close.
“They’re here,” he breathed out.
Suddenly, shadows started to swirl.
Coldan whistled. The others with them all turned their horses, shifting into a circle, rounding up around Hevith. They were protecting him. Even Karn joined.
“Let me fight,” Hevith said.
“We will let you fight, but your fight is using the elaron,” Coldan said.
He reached for the power within him, sending it through the staff, the power augmented. He didn’t dare draw upon the same power as he had when fighting Mother, not wanting to call upon the power of the soldiers. He worried that to do so would drain energy off of them in a way that would weaken them. He needed the soldiers as strong as possible in order to face the Hith.
Shadows swirled around them, out of place for the otherwise overcast day. They crept across the ground, a darkness that undulated, seeming to erupt from the ground itself. It shifted. Hevith focused his attention on the shadows, using what he could detect of them in order to push out his elaron. When he did, he recognized the resistance again.
He let his magic slam into it. Finally it exploded, clearing the shadows.
There were Hith surrounding them. There had to be two dozen. Maybe even more than that. All of them carried curved blades. And it wasn’t only Hith they faced. There were another several dozen regular soldiers.
They surged.
Hevith reacted.
He did the only thing he could think of doing, and he called upon the power of the elaron, sending it out from him, pressing out in a circle around them.
It created something of a wave, and it slammed into the Hith.
It washed over them, the power useless against them, but when it struck the soldiers with the Hith, they were thrown back.
Hevith pushed again, though he already started to feel the energy within him beginning to fade. His connection to the elaron wasn’t limitless. He had restrictions to just how much power he could summon, and the more that he used now, the less he would have available to him when it came to facing down the Hith.
Coldan and the other soldiers pressed toward the Hith. They fought with incredible skill. It was easy for Hevith to forget that most of them had been soldiers before being imprisoned. All of them were masterful fighters, and having been connected to the elaron the way that they were, they now fought with speed they didn’t possess before. They reacted, blades sweeping toward the Hith, movements faster than Hevith could even follow, the swords glowing with the light of elaron.
He had to continue to push back the other soldiers. Hevith may not be able to help with the Hith as much as he wanted, but he could prevent the other soldiers from making the fight more complicated.
He slammed out the elaron again, and it washed over the Hith, striking the other soldiers. They were thrown back.
Hith fell. The Jahor soldiers pressed forward, though they remained circling around Hevith. Hevith tried to join in, to use his staff, but Coldan and the other soldiers began to tighten their circle around him, preventing Hevith from doing anything to join.
It forced him to hold on to his connection to the elaron and draw through the staff, squeezing that power out between them. Coldan didn’t give him the opportunity to do anything more.
Hevith held on to the elaron, letting it flow from deep within him. Energy bubbled up through the staff, and then distantly he became aware of the other Jahor. It flashed within his mind, a surge of energy. They were sending it toward him.
Somehow, the staff connected him to his people, giving him an awareness of them, granting him a connection to the rest of the Jahor. Hevith needed to use that connection and bind it to him. It strengthened him, filling the staff with power the same way Morad’s staff had once been filled with the power of the Hith.
Hevith used the elaron, not drawing upon the Hith magic, not summoning it off the way that he once would have with Morad’s staff. He suspected his staff could do something similar, but he also had seen the way his staff changed with the magic that worked through it.
The Jahor soldiers continued to push outward. The Hith couldn’t react in time.
The Jahor slaughtered the Hith. They cut them down, each Jahor soldier managing to push back two or three of the Hith at a time. What should have been a difficult battle, considering how badly they were outnumbered, turned in their favor.
As Hevith looked around him, he realized that two of the Jahor were down. Perhaps the fight wasn’t going quite as well as he had thought. He needed to help in a different way.
He darted forward, moving through a gap in the horses. One of the Jahor soldiers cried out, trying to keep Hevith from joining, but he ignored them. Instead, Hevith twisted the staff, slamming it into one of the Hith, and he pushed out a burst of power. The elaron exploded from the end of the staff, into the Hith. He was tossed far from them.
Hevith turned, twisting the staff again, but suddenly found himself surrounded by Hith.
He wrapped himself in the elaron, embracing that power.
Even as he did, he didn’t know if it was going to be enough. Hevith had seen how skilled the Hith were, how they were able to resist the effect of the elaron, and it was possible even tied to the elaron as he was that the Hith could ignore his power.
Hevith pushed power through the staff and created a ring around him.
Hevith couldn’t hold on to this ring for very long. Already, he could feel the effect of the strain on him. Not only was it testing his own connection to the elaron, but it strained the connection that he shared with the Jahor who’d granted him that power.
Hevith started to sag, leaning on the staff for support, before raising it again as a weapon. He swung the staff, and sent a surge of elaron through the length of it as he did. When it connected with one of the Hith, power burst from it. The Hith was thrown back.
He swung the staff again, sweeping it toward another of the Hith, crashing the length of wood into them. This time, it started to tremble.
Had he made a mistake here?
The fyrwood was incredibly hard, and he didn’t think it could be damaged that easily, though he’d seen how it could be overwhelmed with power. If he used too much, it might weaken it. He needed this staff to help them defeat the Hith. Not only now, but in the long term as well.
Suddenly, someone appeared near him. Hevith started to spin, then caught himself.
It was Coldan.
His sword blazed brightly. He slashed through several of the Hith. Blood stained him.
Hevith did the only thing he could think of. He poured elaron out from himself and into Coldan.
The soldier gasped, and power flooded out from him, pouring out in a way Hevith could see. He focused on the power of the elaron, and began to push it into the remaining Jahor soldiers.
The Hith fell away.
The Jahor gave chase until the Hith scattered.
Hevith started after them, but Coldan grabbed him, turning Hevith toward him.
“What do you think that you’re doing?”
“I…”
Hevith shook his head. What did he think he was doing? He needed to allow the soldiers to fight. This wasn’t going to be his battle, not now.
“I’m sorry,” Hevith said.
Coldan glowered at him. “Don’t make that mistake again.”
Hevith nodded quickly, and he turned his attention to the other soldiers lying on the ground, and crouched down near them. There were two fallen Jahor soldiers. One of them had a massive wound through his belly, and when Hevith touched him, sending the elaron into him, he realized there was nothing that could be done for him.
The other had a chunk of flesh carved off of his arm.
Hevith touched him, and he could feel life still within him. The man moaned.
Hevith pushed out on the elaron, sending power out through him, into the soldier. He drew upon the people, summoning it from the Jahor, and pushed that energy into this fallen soldier. Gradually, he could feel something shifting, changing, and he maintained that hold.
The soldier started to come around.
Hevith continued to pour the elaron out until he could pour out no more. The strength was gone. He leaned back, resting the staff next to him, and closed his eyes for a moment.
Someone touched him on the shoulder. He opened his eyes, looking up to see Coldan there, watching him, concern evident in his gaze.
“You used too much power,” Coldan said.
“I don’t have any choice but to use as much power as I can.”
“What will happen if you burn yourself out?”
“I don’t think the elaron works like that.”
“And if it does?”
Hevith let out a long sigh. “If it does, then I’ll have done everything I can.”
“We need you, Hevith,” Coldan said. “That’s my concern. Not having you face the Hith. You’re right. We’re going to need to take the fight to them, and if we don’t, then we will never end the war. I worry what will happen to you. If you sacrifice yourself, then everything you might do to bring the Jahor back together, to save our people, will fail before it ever has a chance to begin.”
Hevith took a deep breath. Slowly the sense of the elaron started seeping back into him, and he could feel it rising up within him. It would take time for him to be completely restored. Given as much as he had drawn off of the people in the village, it would take time for their energy to return as well.
They would need to recover. Most of them wouldn’t even understand what had happened or why they were so tired. Some would. Some would have known they had given their power to him, and had likely done so willingly. The others would only know that they were incredibly tired and would fall asleep early for the evening.
He didn’t know if he should explain what he’d done, but thought it might be best for now not to share. It wasn’t an attack, though it did draw on them.
Hevith sat in place for a few moments. Coldan stood guard while the rest of the Jahor soldiers were gone. He didn’t know how long they were absent. The only thing Hevith knew was when they returned, several were injured and bloody, but none seemed as critically injured as the others had been. They would survive.
An attack like this, and they’d only lost one soldier.
It hurt losing even one, but they’d faced several dozen Hith along with regular soldiers and hadn’t lost nearly what he would have thought they would.
Hevith got to his feet slowly. Something about this troubled him.
“Why were there so many of them?” he said. The question was mostly for himself, but Coldan looked over to him, frowning. “The Hith,” Hevith went on. “Why do you think there were so many of them? Toran is isolated enough that we shouldn’t have to worry about them coming to us here, but…”
Hevith started to make a small circuit around the fallen Hith. They were scattered away from them, though there were several surrounding where he’d left the protection of the circle of Jahor soldiers. Most of them had been cut down by Coldan with a brutality that shouldn’t have surprised him, but still did for some reason. The rest had been struck by Hevith and his staff, knocked back by the force of the blow along with the power of the elaron.
He found what he was looking for about a dozen paces from where the fighting had started. One of the Hith still lived.
He was one Hevith had struck with the elaron through the staff, sending him flying away. The kind of power that Hevith had summoned had been significant, and he’d used as much as he could. Now the man lay injured, but still breathing.
Hevith summoned what he could of the elaron from the staff. It wasn’t as much as what he wanted to be able to call, but it was enough for now. Resting the staff across his legs as he crouched in front of the Hith, he looked down at the man. He had olive skin, black bushy hair, and wrinkles in the corners of his eyes. His jacket and pants were an off-white color, stained with dirt and blood. Up close and injured as he was, there wasn’t anything dangerous or threatening about him.
Other than the power Hevith could feel coming from him.
It radiated away from him, easing off him in a steady fashion. Could he be trying to heal himself the same way that Hevith could use the elaron to heal? Hevith tapped the staff, letting a hint of the elaron continue to flow. When it struck the man, his eyes opened. Power surged from him.
Hevith was ready. He tapped the staff on his forehead, letting more power flow out from him and into the man. “Don’t try to use that or you will suffer.”
The Hith glared at him. “You cannot threaten me. You don’t understand what you’re—”
Hevith rested the staff on him, and he pushed the elaron toward him. “As I said, don’t try that again, or you’re going to suffer.” He leaned toward the man, pressing his head close to him. A spicy scent came from him, one that was slightly familiar to Hevith, though he didn’t know why it should be. “As you can see from your friends, you won’t be able to escape.”
The Hith rolled his head to the side and his eyes widened slightly. Not much, but Hevith noticed the way that his expression changed. His demeanor did, his posture stiffening, as well. That would be good. They needed him to be compliant.
“Answer the questions and you might survive.”
“You’ve killed the others. What should make me believe you won’t do the same to me?”
“Because you have answers.”
The Hith glared at him.
Hevith resisted the urge to smile. After so long as a prisoner because of the Hith, there was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to make the Hith his prisoner, and to make them suffer the same way he’d suffered. It was petty, and it was awful, but that didn’t change the fact he wouldn’t feel any remorse in doing to them what they had done to him.
That wasn’t what he needed to be doing, though. They needed answers, and the last surviving Hith from this attack might be able to offer them the information they needed.
“Why are you here?”
“The war,” the Hith said.
Hevith shook his head and pressed a hint more of the elaron into the staff, letting it flow out from him and into the man. He grunted as the force began to press in upon him.
“I understand you’re here for the war, but why are you here?”
The Hith looked up at him, and there was something in his dark eyes Hevith could almost understand. Hatred, though it was mixed with something else. Hevith had seen that expression before. He had known that hatred before. He’d felt it.
“We were sent here,” the Hith said.
Hevith leaned back but didn’t take the staff off his chest. The elaron swirled around the staff, pressing through it and through the man. “Sent by who?”
They knew so little about the Hith command structure. Maybe this would be an opportunity for them to better understand it
“Sent by those who would destroy your kind.”
Hevith took a deep breath. He could ignore the taunts and the anger from the Hith. He shared in the anger and he understood it all too well.
“What will they do to you when they learn that you’ve failed?”
The Hith didn’t answer.
Hevith lifted the staff, removing some of the pressure coming through it, drawing off some of the elaron.
“Why are you here?”
The Hith looked at him, saying nothing. Hevith started to lean forward again, when he detected something else. It came from near the village, and it was an unsettled sense. Powerful. Hith magic.
“You weren’t the only ones who came,” Hevith whispered.
The Hith grinned at him.



4
HEVITH
HEVITH JUMPED INTO THE SADDLE, and didn’t look back as one of the Jahor soldiers slid a sword into the fallen Hith’s belly. He needed to get to the village. They rode hard.
The others remained silent, though they pushed their horses at a rapid pace. The horses seemed to feed on their energy, as if knowing that they needed them to ride quickly. The Jahor surged past Hevith, leaving him behind as they raced back toward the village. Coldan stayed with Hevith, and he looked over at times, worry on his face.
“What do you detect?” Coldan asked.
Hevith shook his head. “Not what I should. The sense of them is faint. I’ve used too much of elaron today.”
They rode past land familiar to Hevith from their time in the village, though he hadn’t spent as much time wandering through here as he should. He kept his gaze locked on the road, trying to keep his focus on that, not wanting to look anywhere else. The sense of the village was out there, and there came with it the sense of the Hith.
He hated how they were linked. Hated how he could feel the Hith so close to the people he’d promised to protect. Now that he was out here, now that he’d led the Jahor soldiers away, they were in danger. They wouldn’t have enough protection to defend themselves. They had been trying, but they hadn’t the opportunity they needed to get ready.
“They know how to protect the wagons,” Coldan said.
“It’s not only the wagons,” Hevith whispered.
“You can’t protect all places.”
It shouldn’t surprise him that Coldan knew him as well as he did. The connection that formed between them had only strengthened in time. “Isn’t that the only way we’re going to end the war?”
“I don’t know what it’s going to take to end it,” Coldan said. “I’m just a soldier.”
“You’re not just anything.”
They fell silent as they continued to race toward the village.
In the distance, he could feel something changing. There came the steady building power of elaron, though he didn’t know if that was something he needed to be concerned about or not. The sense of that power rose up within him until he couldn’t ignore it.
Then there was the other. That of the Hith. They were close.
He and Coldan reached the village. Smoke rose from the center of it. Flames surrounded the village.
Where were the wagons?
There was no sign of them. Just the sense of the elaron, along with the power that he felt coming from the Hith.
“What happened here?” Coldan whispered.
Hevith shook his head. He couldn’t tell, though there was something about this that troubled him. It was the speed with which the Hith had been able to attack. They’d taken the fight to the Jahor so quickly, and had destroyed the village so rapidly, that…
He slowed the horse and signaled to Coldan.
“What is it?”
“This is Valtek,” Hevith said.
It had to be. If so, he had to be careful he didn’t disrupt the protections Valtek might have placed through his smoke and flame illusion.
“Where are the Hith?” Coldan asked.
Hevith frowned. He could feel them but he couldn’t see them yet. They had to be here. He pulled upon his elaron, drawing on the power within him, letting it build up as much as possible. There was a surge, and it came through the staff as he let that power flow away from him. Hevith was careful not to draw upon too much, not wanting to risk that energy escaping him and getting detected by the Hith. He thought he could use what Valtek had done around the village and employ that same power to track the Hith.
There.
He turned toward it. Coldan had already detected it and lunged toward the Hith.
He moved faster than Hevith could imagine. His blade swept through a sharp arc, carving through the darkness surrounding the Hith, and cleaving through them.
The Hith fell. The faint shadows that had concealed them disappeared, leaving nothing remaining. The Hith was easily visible in death.
Hevith focused again. The Hith were here for a reason. They wouldn’t have come here otherwise. This attack was more than just them attempting to gain the advantage. They were after something, which meant Hevith had to understand what it would be.
Coldan darted forward again. His attack came with the same brutality as the last, though the Hith he cut down was closer. How had the Hith managed to be so close without Hevith having seen them?
The attack shifted.
Hevith held tightly to the staff, drawing the energy of the elaron through it, using as much as he could to protect himself, but also to wrap around Coldan and the other Jahor soldiers. He had to find a way to add to what they were doing.
One of the soldiers fell.
There wasn’t anything near him.
Hevith spun, sweeping out with the staff. He reacted as quickly as he could, sweeping the staff away from him, but the staff caught only air.
Crouching down next to the soldier—Ferin, an older soldier who had willingly accepted the connection between the elaron so that he could better serve—Hevith held his hand down on him, pushing even more of the elaron into him. That was what he needed. If he could find a way to send more and more energy into him, then he might be able to save him.
Ferin took a gasping breath. Blood burbled from his lips and he looked over at Hevith, and for a moment a sense of hope flashed in his eyes, but then it was gone.
Hevith crouched near him for a moment too long. There had been nothing he’d been able to do for him, regardless of how much he wanted to help him. To save him. The elaron wasn’t going to be able to do so.
Movement near him caught his attention, stirring him from his quiet.
The strange feeling of the Hith magic pressed upon him. There had to be some reason he could feel that touch, but he would have to think on that later. For now, he had to focus on the fact that he could feel something, and he had to find a way to use what he could feel to stop the Hith.
They were powerful, but Hevith had proven that he was powerful too. He swung the staff. It whipped around, catching the nearest of the men in the chest.
With the suddenness of Hevith’s attack, elaron blasted from the end of the staff with enough force to throw the Hith back. He started toward him, but there was no need. Coldan was already there, stabbing his sword through the fallen Hith’s belly.
He looked over to Hevith. “Let me take care of the killing.”
“I can do well enough.”
“No. You’re needed to lead the people.”
He spun, and his sword split through another pair of Hith Hevith hadn’t seen, but Coldan somehow had. He danced, the moves he made graceful and violent. As Hevith often did when watching Coldan fight, especially now that he’d been connected to the elaron, he thought about how Vard would have loved to have known someone like Coldan. The old soldier had taught Hevith so much. He would give much more to have had the opportunity to keep the old soldier around to guide him during these days.
Hevith had only to stand there watching while Coldan fought. There were others of the soldiers fighting alongside him, but he was the undisputed leader. It was almost as if he seemed to know where to find the Hith, and he spun toward them, drawing the attack toward him. Four, then five, then six downed Hith littered the ground. Each of them had been masked before Coldan had revealed their presence by cutting through them.
Only in death were they so easily visible.
How were the Jahor supposed to fight something they couldn’t even see? In order to find a way to attack, they would need a way to penetrate the haze of power the Hith possessed, and only then would they be able to attack in the same way.
Then the fighting was done.
It happened quickly enough that Hevith felt a sense of emptiness at what had changed, but when it was done, he looked around. There had to have been a dozen Hith attackers here. That didn’t include all those who had fought them away from the village.
“They were after something,” Hevith said softly.
Coldan looked over at him. He had wiped his blade on one of the fallen but still held it out from himself, clutching the sword as if he were concerned about something else happening here.
“What do you think they were after?”
Hevith shook his head, unable to take his eyes off the fallen Hith. They were here for a reason. “It has to be more than us, I think.”
“Are you sure?” Coldan asked. He stood near the body of one of the fallen, though he looked around him. The wagons from their caravan still appeared to be missing, though now Hevith could feel the way the elaron had been used and shifted to make it seem as if they were gone.
That hadn’t been the case before.
Some aspect of it had changed for Hevith, though he wasn’t entirely sure why that should be. As he paid attention to the elaron, straining to better understand just what he detected, he still couldn’t identify the key.
Answers had to come from the Hith, but none of them lived. Hevith didn’t need to examine them for him to know that. The Jahor soldiers had cut down the Hith, preventing them from posing any additional harm to the rest of their people. More than that, Hevith could feel through his connection to the elaron how life had escaped from all of the Hith.
He had no sense of remorse. His only feeling was a desire for his people to find safety.
“We need to find Valtek and see if he observed anything here,” Hevith said.
Coldan nodded. He slipped his sword back into the sheath, and he stayed alongside Hevith. Two of the Jahor soldiers, Jonas and Roath, joined them. Jonas was taller, muscular even before his connection to the elaron, and now that he was bound to that power he seemed enormous. Roath was slender, or had been prior to his binding to the elaron, and had a bit more of a lithe strength to him. With the connection to the elaron, both of them were massive, at least compared to traditional soldiers.
He needed to see if any of the Hith had items that would allow them to draw upon the power of elaron. Hevith leaned down near the closest body, and he began to sort through the Hith’s belongings, testing them. He didn’t find anything other than a weapon. No wooden medallions or staffs or anything that seemed likely to be able to call up power. Not like he had seen from the Hith when he had first been captured.
He moved on to the next fallen Hith, and much like the last, there was nothing there. He found no sign of magical weapons. Only their blades.
Hevith looked over to Coldan. “What do you know about Jahor soldiers?”
Coldan frowned at him, his brow creasing deeply. “More than what we know now?”
Hevith looked down at the Hith. “When we first encountered the Hith, they used curved blades. Jahor blades. That was what we learned. They wanted to use them against us, to use our own weapons to conquer us.” Hevith shook his head. “We’ve been looking for the Jahor, though we have believed our people to be scattered.”
“I believe we are scattered,” he said. “I’ve fought, Hevith. I’ve seen how our people have been forced from their homes. People who once shared heritage forced to run and escape, to hide who they were. What they were. All because of the Hith.”
Hevith nodded. He had seen the same, though not with the same intensity as so many others had. His experience with the Hith was different than most. When he was younger, he hadn’t realized what his family had been doing. He’d had no idea that the wagon caravan he had known as a child was meant to escort Jahor away from their homes, guiding them toward safety. His parents had kept that from him.
“Jahor have fought before,” Hevith said.
“We have fought,” Coldan agreed.
“It’s more than just having fought in the past. Someone has organized the Jahor.” The Movras had been a part of it. She had died before she had the opportunity to pass on what she’d known, but Hevith should have understood that he needed to come to grips with what else there was for him to learn. He should have realized that there were others who existed, other Jahor leaders.
That was what they needed to find. Why had it taken him so long to understand that?
“I don’t know what sort of organization there’s been,” Coldan said. “I haven’t been a part of that. I have followed where I’ve been sent, nothing else.”
“But you have been sent. Someone must have done it.”
“Someone,” Coldan agreed.
If someone had been responsible for it, then Hevith needed to find out who that was.
He had been trying to figure out what it would take to offer safety to those of the Jahor who wanted it, while also pushing back the Hith with those who were willing and able to fight.
That was the key.
It wasn’t his role to remain behind, struggling to come up with these answers on his own. He had to press onward.
The wagons had to move. They would have to travel south, to find their way, and to find others of the Jahor.
When they did, Hevith had no idea what they might come across, yet he had to believe they would find safety. They would find other Jahor. Then they would be able to push the Hith back.
“I can tell you’re thinking something,” Coldan said.
Hevith straightened, squeezing the staff for a moment. He looked around, his gaze lingering on the village for a few moments before turning and focusing on the energy of the elaron he could now detect. It filled him with a sense of power, a sense of his people.
“I’m thinking that it’s time for us to move.”
“To attack the Hith.”
Hevith couldn’t tell whether there was disappointment in Coldan’s tone, or whether there was excitement. Perhaps a mixture of both. Given what Coldan and the rest of the Jahor had been through, it would be understandable.
“Attack the Hith, if we must. For now, I want us to better understand whether there is any remaining structure to the Jahor.”
“If there was, they would have come for us.”
“I’m not so sure that they would have,” Hevith said. “I think they would have believed that the Movras was in place to protect the Jahor.”
Coldan watched him, eyeing him for a long moment. “You’re concerned because she put you in charge. She made you the Movras.”
“In a way,” Hevith said. “Unfortunately, I don’t know anything about the rest of the Jahor structure. Even if I were to serve as the Movras, I wouldn’t have any idea what would be expected of me.”
“You would take us south again.”
Hevith took a deep breath and nodded. For him to know their purpose, and understand the reason behind the war, he was going to have to bring his people into the heart of it.
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VOLATAR
THE CRACKLING fire granted warmth to the night. The cool northern air pressed in upon us, and occasional flurries of snow drifted down. Never with much force, though I worried that would change in time. The dark clouds we’d seen throughout the days before had left me worrying that we were going to be greeted by something much different. The weather had changed the further we traveled north, growing colder. Our cloaks were welcome, as were the fires at night. Everyone with us had bundled well, staying protected from the elements. I stood off to the side, still staring out into the darkness.
Coldan patrolled out in the night. He was easy to see now. With the blade of elaron, he exploded with light, like a lantern streaking against the dark now that I had connected him once again to the elaron. I could be concerned that he would reveal our presence, but I suspected it didn’t matter. Anyone who might be out there with knowledge of our connection to the elaron likely had other ways of finding us.
“You’ve been quiet since he returned,” Shae said.
I glanced over to her. She wrapped her thick black cloak around her shoulders, wrapping her arms around her to hold it in place. Elaron glowed from her. She held it almost constantly now.
It was so different than it had been when I’d first encountered her. At that time, she had struggled with her connection to the elaron. She had always shown potential, and I knew that she could be powerful were she to have the opportunity to develop that skill. When we had come across her, I just wasn’t sure that I was able to help her draw it out.
“I don’t know what we came across,” I said. I turned, facing the darkness, looking out into the night. There was something. Every so often, I would catch a feeling of movement, though I wasn’t able to see anything. That troubled me almost as much as anything else. Even though I knew there had to be something out there, I had no way of determining what it was.
“What if it’s nothing?”
I shook my head. “It’s not nothing. Coldan was attacked.” We hadn’t talked about it, but if anyone should know, it would be Shae.
“Is that why you gave him that blade?”
“I wasn’t sure that I could. To be honest, I’ve never tried.”
She started to laugh, and I glanced over. Shae shrugged. “The great Volatar has done something he’s never done before. I think it’s funny.”
“I wasn’t all-powerful.” I turned away, looking out in the distance. “I’m still not.”
“I realize that, now. The stories I heard of you growing up…” She shook her head. “Well, I think most who heard of the Volatar believed you were practically a god. My parents didn’t like to talk about it. They tried to keep us away from news of the war, though there was only so much they could hide from us.”
I shook my head. “Parents think they can protect their children, but they rarely can.”
“When the Hith started to move again, they became nervous. They knew they weren’t going to be able to protect me forever,” she said.
It reminded me of my own parents, and their failings. They had intended to protect me and my sister from our fate, but they had failed.
“Those in my village spoke of the Volatar. They promised that you would be there to protect us. When the Hith came…”
“I’m sorry that I wasn’t there for you,” I said softly.
“I knew that you couldn’t be in all places, but I can’t deny there wasn’t a part of me that wished that you would have found us. That you would have come and saved us.” Her face was a mixture of emotions I couldn’t read, a combination of pain and sadness, which seemed fitting given what her people would have gone through.
“I wish I could have saved many people,” I said softly. “Unfortunately, I was never a god. I never wanted to be that. All I wanted was to help our people. I wanted to offer whatever I could in order to protect them, to bring them back together, to unite the Jahor.”
“Which you did.”
“Which I did,” I whispered softly.
“Do you think the Trilan has sent something new at us?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you think the Trilan is one of them?”
Inhaling deeply, I breathed out. My breath appeared as a fog in front of me. “That has been my concern.”
All this time, I thought we were facing a threat of Hith magic. We still were. It just was a different kind of magic. It was the kind of magic that left me troubled that we wouldn’t be able to withstand the dangers that existed out there.
I thought the Hith and the Vicenz were enough of a threat. Now I began to wonder if perhaps they were little more than pawns in some game. Much like the Jahor were pawns in some game.
“Have you tried to enter the Place of Knowing?”
I nodded slowly. “I don’t do it very often. I worry that if I do, that he will know. When I have done it before, he has been aware.”
That left me troubled. How long had the Trilan been aware of my entering the Place of Knowing? If he was aware of it all along, then perhaps he had been guiding me?
I liked to think I was in control of myself. I liked to think that I was in control of my power. With someone like that manipulating me, I no longer knew. It scared me, if I were honest with myself. Honesty wasn’t something that I was particularly good at these days.
“You have to have some way to protect yourself.”
“There might be,” I said. “I’m still working on it.”
“Using the elaron and the ne’rash?”
I looked over to Shae. She was insightful. I smiled at her. “Something like that.”
“But it won’t work for anyone else, will it?”
“No,” I said. “Unless they have some way of connecting to the ne’rash themselves.”
“Do you think there’s a way for others to learn how to reach it?”
I’d given that some thought. I didn’t have good answers, which frustrated me. “The elaron and the ne’rash are great powers of the world. Both of them exist within specific people. The Jahor tend to be able to draw upon the elaron, whereas the Hith and their descendants tend to be able to access the ne’rash. We don’t have all of the answers, though. There are some people who can learn to access that power.”
“So it’s possible others might be able to discover how to connect to the ne’rash?”
“It’s possible,” he said.
“What will it take? What did it take for you?”
“Nearly dying,” I said.
“It was that awful?”
“Yes.”
I closed my eyes. When I did, memories of that time came back to me. They were unbidden, and if I were able to ignore them, to push them away, I would choose to do so. I didn’t want those memories. I didn’t want to recall all that I had experienced. I didn’t want anything like that. All I wanted was to be able to help my people.
Even in that, I had served the Jahor.
It was the reason I thought some of the Jahor might be able to learn to access the ne’rash. We might be connected to the elaron by birth, but it didn’t mean we weren’t able to find and use some of the other great powers in the world.
Opening my eyes, I looked out into the darkness. “We have to continue to train.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s not it,” I said. “That’s a part of it.”
“What about those others? Why aren’t they involved in this? If this is their war—”
I shook my head. “I’m not so sure that this is their war, or a war that they are involved in.”
Coldan turned toward me, and the elaron blazed from the end of his blade.
I tapped Shae on the side of her arm, and motioned to the fire. “Wait here.”
I started off, already focusing on the elaron, starting to pull on power to see if I were able to. I needed to summon enough energy in case I might have to push it out from me. I thought I could hold on to another blade, but if I did, would it drain too much from these others?
Many of the people around the campfire had already started to drift off. They probably didn’t know why they were so tired, though I did. They felt the effect of my drawing upon the elaron.
“What is it?” I asked Coldan as I approached.
“I’m not sure. I found something.”
“Why do I get the sense that you’re concerned by what you found?”
“Come with me.” He turned, heading outward. He swept the blade of elaron in front of him, holding it down toward the ground.
When he did, the light streamed away, illuminating the ground more easily. The grasses we’d seen in the daylight were made more visible. This whole area was a rolling hillside, moving ever farther toward the north. Meadows of faded flowers cropped up in certain places, and in the distance, a forest beckoned, as if it attempted to taunt us with its mere existence. Beyond that were a series of jagged peaks. Mountains that separated this land from the next.
I had never ventured to the mountains. I have never attempted to venture beyond.
“I don’t how much power I can draw, Coldan,” I said.
“I’m not asking you to draw upon anything.”
“If you found something that’s going to need my control over the elaron…”
“I don’t think so,” he said.
“You don’t know, though.”
He looked up at me, holding my gaze. “I don’t think so.”
He continued forward, sweeping the sword away from him. Each time he did, light continue to erupt from the end of the blade of elaron, flowing out across the ground, and casting a pale white light over everything. It made it so that it was easier for us to see.
Strangely, there was something mixed in with that. Every so often there was a patch of darkness.
I tapped him on the arm.
He turned, still swinging the sword of elaron.
“You were waiting to see when I would notice,” I said.
He nodded slowly. “I wasn’t sure what this was. When I came out here, I could feel something. I’m not exactly sure what to make of it, only that there’s a sense in the air I’m aware of. As I patrolled, I started looking for any sign of anything out here. I thought I might find evidence for the is’anish, though I wasn’t entirely sure what that would look like.”
“It might look like footsteps,” I said, crouching in front of one of the patches of darkness.
It was small, much too small to be a footstep.
“That would be the case when they took our form, but you have shown me that they have the ability to take on more than one form. At least, in the way that they did it when they came to us.”
I nodded. “They took on a human form, but I’m not sure they had to. I’m not sure that they cared for it.”
In the other form, they were almost monstrous, but they were powerful.
“I don’t think this is the is’anish,” Coldan said, continuing to sweep the blade. Each time they moved it, the ground seem to shimmer, and I was able to make out more of these footprints.
That was what it had to be.
Getting to my feet, I looked all around. Now that I know what to look for, as he swept the blade, I could see the shimmering slide across the landscape, making it easier for me to make out the trail.
They were everywhere.
My breath caught.
“You see the issue,” Coldan said.
I nodded. “I see the issue.”
“I haven’t seen any sign of anything, but with as close as they can get to us…”
We weren’t going to be safe. Whatever was out here had no qualms about venturing all the way up to our campsite. And we hadn’t even been aware.
The only time that I had seen anything was when I had caught a glimpse of movement in the distance. That and when Coldan had been attacked.
“We need to equip the others,” I said.
“Equip them with what? Do you think that giving them one of these blades”—Coldan held up the blade of elaron, swinging it—“will make any real difference? Without knowing what we’re dealing with, all that does is give us a false sense of security. Besides, they didn’t harm me.”
“They knocked you unconscious,” I said.
“Sure. But they didn’t harm me. If there’s something out there that’s that skilled, they could have done much more than just knock me out. All it took was you to—”
“All it took was for me to connect you to the elaron again. Had I not been here, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”
Coldan looked over to me. “You don’t know. Think about that, Hevith. Until we know…”
I breathed out heavily. He was right. Until we knew, it didn’t make sense to assume the worst.
We had to fear the is’anish, and as far as we knew, they were out there, but we had also seen other things of power. Both of us knew there were incredible powers out in the world. Our time fighting had brought us to the Jahor, the Hith, even the Vicenz.
That didn’t mean there weren’t others.
Great powers existed.
The elaron. The ne’rash. The geraj. The idanl. Probably others. Though I couldn’t reach any others beyond the two that had always been a part of me, that didn’t mean I wasn’t aware of them. That didn’t mean I couldn’t find them.
Though I had no control over the fire of geraj, I understood that it existed. I had seen it. The gods knew I could even feel it in the right circumstances. I had never been able to reach it on my own, though. What if what we detected out here was something similar?
If it was not the is’anish, then perhaps it was something else.
“We have to be prepared,” I said.
“I don’t disagree with that at all,” Coldan said. “I just want you to be aware that not everything needs to be attacked.”
“I feel like you have been telling me that my entire life.”
“Not your entire life. Only since you became the Volatar.”
We circled back toward the others. We moved carefully, with Coldan continuing to sweep the blade of elaron in front of him. It illuminated everything, giving him a way of demonstrating what was out there, enough for me to make out the prints on the ground. We found them all the way up to the campsite. More than that, though. There were other markings, other prints. They were all around us.
“You see this, don’t you,” I said to Coldan.
“I see it.”
“And you aren’t concerned?”
“I’m not saying that I’m not concerned,” he said. “I am saying that we don’t know.”
Whatever was here was something we couldn’t see. We would have to try to feel for it. Which meant we had to find another way to uncover what was out there. I had no idea what that was going to involve.
“I will patrol,” he said.
“You need your rest, too,” I said.
“I do, but no more than you do.”
I took a deep breath and let it out before taking a seat. The fire pushed back the darkness, but it did nothing to make me feel any better about what was out there. I held on to the elaron, focusing on that power.
With everything around me, I could feel that elaron, the power that existed out in the surrounding landscape. There was a considerable energy there. Coldan pressed upon my awareness. There was the energy coming off of him, an energy that I could detect quite easily. There were the others here with us as well. All of them pressed on my consciousness.
I strained for that power. It required that I borrow from those around me. There was enough of it that I worried about what response there might be to it. Energy filled me, a sizzling sort of elaron, but it came from everyone else nearby.
I held on to it. Focusing on that power left me with a certain sense of understanding as to the makeup of the people with us. All of them had been with me since we had been in the prison yard. All of them were Jahor.
What I wanted was to do whatever I could in order to help them. I needed to protect them. That had been my motivating factor my entire life. I had always wanted to protect the Jahor. Even now, that desire lingered within me.
I pushed again.
Coldan was out there, searching for these strange creatures that were nearby. Shae approached, moving quietly toward me.
“What happened?” Shae asked.
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. I didn’t open my eyes, focusing instead on everything that I could detect out there.
“Do you need us to help?”
I looked over to her. A blade of elaron formed between her hands. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as the one Coldan carried now, somehow latched on to him, connected to his elaron, and it wasn’t even as potent as the blade of elaron I summoned.
It was slender, but when it came to the blades of elaron, the size of them didn’t necessarily matter. It was the intent behind it. It was the power held within the blade.
I smiled at her. “This isn’t something that you should get involved with.”
“Do you think you need to protect me?”
I grinned, shaking my head. “No. You have proven that I don’t need to protect you, but Coldan is patrolling. There’s no need for you to get involved.”
She took a seat, and the energy she held between her hands restricted, becoming little more than the length of her forearm. It became a dagger of elaron.
Her control over that power left me marveling. She had enough skill and ability with it that I couldn’t help but feel impressed by just how well she was able to use it. When I used that sort of elaron, I didn’t have nearly the level of control that Shae possessed anymore.
“What happens if you can’t find these creatures?”
“We will find them.”
“What happens if you can’t?” She turned and looked at me. The light dancing from the campfire along with the light coming off of the blade of elaron cast shadows swirling around her. “You’ve told us that we need to defeat them in order to end this war, but…”
I turned away. “I had thought that would be the key for us, but I no longer know.”
“You fear them.”
I looked over to Shae. “We all should fear them. You saw what happened. You saw the way they use their power. You know just as well as I do what they are capable of.”
They had very nearly killed all of us. And that was with only a few of them. If we faced more, if we faced something near an army, we would struggle even more. None of us knew what that would look like, only that it might be more than what we were capable of resisting.
“I remember when we first encountered them. I remember the power they possessed. We thought they were there to help us.”
“We did,” I said.
“And it wasn’t until much later that we realized just how dangerous they were.”
I nodded.
“What do you think they want?”
I frowned as I looked over at her. “What they want?”
“All creatures must want something, even these. What do you think they want?”
I frowned, shrugging. “I guess I haven’t given it much thought.”
“When we figure that out, we might be able to understand what we need to do to defeat them.”
“You’re probably right,” I said. As strange as it was, she was right. I laughed softly.
“You taught me that,” she said.
I smiled at her. “I’m not so sure I ever taught you anything like that.”
“Perhaps not quite like that, but you have taught me to try to understand so that we can know what we need to do.”
I looked out into the distance. There wasn’t much that I could detect, only the sight of Coldan as he continued to make his way around us with his patrol. Light from his blade glowed brightly, illuminating everything.
How many of the people with me were able to see it the way that I could? I didn’t know. Perhaps only a few. It was possible that none other than me could.
“We’ve been caught up in a war that is not the war we thought it to be,” I said in a whisper. My voice still seemed to carry, and it felt to me as if everything around us held its breath. “For so long, I have believed the true enemy to be the Hith. Perhaps the Vicenz. Both. I begin to wonder whether or not that is even accurate.”
“You think the Trilan is with the is’anish?”
I looked over to her. “The Trilan has a different type of magic than the elaron or the ne’rash. Either of those powers would be something that I could counter. With the elaron, as the Volatar I knew more than almost anyone else alive about the nature of that power. When it came to the ne’rash, when I first began to understand that power, I learned what it took to use it, even if I couldn’t always control it. When I have encountered the Trilan, I have found a different kind of magic, one I’m not familiar with.”
“Another great power.”
I nodded slowly. “I have spent considerable time and energy trying to understand which great power it might be, and have come to the conclusion that I simply don’t know.”
“How many great powers are there?”
“That’s another answer I don’t know.”
That troubled me, though I knew it should not. It wasn’t as if I was all-knowing. I had experience with power, and I had come to learn the nature of that magic, but there were plenty of great powers in the world I had little experience with other than simply knowing they existed.
“If the Trilan is one of these is’anish…”
“He would be powerful,” I said. “We know so little about them. They draw power from others. They cannot be easily killed. They’re unlike anything else that we have ever encountered, able to take on the appearance of others.”
In that, they weren’t completely unlike others I had encountered. I had seen Vicenz with similar abilities, though it had been many years. The Vicenz I had seen who could take on the countenance of others had been incredibly powerful, gifted with extraordinary magic that I found to be dangerous.
As far as I knew, there were no longer any Vicenz like that around. I had done my best as the Volatar to ensure that they were removed from power. They no longer led the Hith, and they no longer advised any other nations. It had taken time, but it was time I considered well spent.
“How will we defeat them?”
“I don’t know,” I whispered.
I stared at the flames in the distance, looking at the campfire, focusing on the elaron all around me. Some of it came from me, though not much. The rest came from the others around me. The Jahor collected all around were the source of power that I called upon. I could use that, and I could feel that energy, the way that came to us, and I could feel how it filled me.
I overflowed with the energy of the elaron.
Silence fell between Shae and me, neither of us speaking. I had no interest in disrupting that silence. I watched Coldan as he made his steady circuit around the campsite, the elaron flowing from him in a way that it had not before.
“He’s different,” Shae said, breaking the silence between us.
I could feel it as well. It wasn’t surprising she could. He was different. It came from the way that he connected to the elaron. Coldan had always been powerfully linked to the elaron, but this was something more.
Time would tell whether that change would be something beneficial or not. With the elaron, we believed our connection to the power was positive, but the nature of how Coldan—and the others of the Order—had changed was such that it wasn’t always obvious. Coldan had accepted the modification and hadn’t spoken of it, but I wondered if perhaps there might be something more than what he’d let on.
“We’re all different,” I said.
“You’ve known each other a long time.”
“Very long.”
“What was he like?”
I smiled as I thought about Coldan and what he’d been through. The man that he had been was so different than the man he was now. The same was true for me, I supposed. Even over the last few years, I had changed. The only constant with the war was change.
“Strong.”
“He’s still strong.”
“It was a different sort of strength.” As I looked out into the darkness at Coldan where he made his way in a steady patrol around the campsite, I thought back to him in those earliest days. Even then he’d been guiding me. “He’s always had an inner strength. He does what he believes is necessary and right.”
“And you don’t?”
“I’ve always felt as if Coldan knew some secret that gave him confidence I struggled to share.” We sat for a few moments longer in silence. “You should get some rest,” I said to Shae.
“What about you?”
“I’ll get some rest as well.”
She lingered as if there was something more she wanted to say to me, before getting to her feet and heading back over to the fire where she took a place with the others. Erich joined her, leaning close and whispering to her. A smile crossed her face, and there was something about the elaron that shifted in those conversations.
That was what this was all about. We needed more like that. Relationships. Bonds. The ordinary connections that developed when people weren’t struggling to survive a war.
I wasn’t going to be able to sleep, so I got up and joined Coldan while he swept in a circle around the campsite. The blade glowed, leaving the ground illuminated. The pockets of darkness were there, but not at all changed from what they had been when we’d first come to the campsite.
“You should be sleeping,” Coldan said.
“I don’t think that I can.”
“Because you choose not to.”
“I wanted some company.”
He grunted. “You’ve needed company for a long time, Hevith. You’ve chosen the happiness of others over yourself.”
There was no point denying it, so I didn’t. “Have you found anything?”
“Nothing new, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”
“Shouldn’t I be concerned about what else might be out here?”
“Yes.” He paused, lingering with the glowing light pointed toward the ground. There was enough of the elaron floating away from the end of the sword when he did that I could make out a small stone protruding from the ground. The darkness lingered on that. “They’re gone. Whatever they are.”
“I didn’t think we’d find them.”
“We saw them earlier,” Coldan said.
“We didn’t really see them.”
“You saw something.”
Sighing, I looked around. I had seen something, though I didn’t even know what that had been. Movement in the darkness. Nothing more than that. A sight that suggested there was something more out there in the night, but nothing that would help me know what that something had been.
“I think I felt something as much as I saw it.”
Coldan turned so that he could look out into the night. “How are they?”
“Which ones?”
“All of them.”
“You could ask.”
“I have. That’s not really my specialty. You’re the Volatar.”
From anyone else these days, it would be something of an insult. From Coldan, it was a promise. Or a plea. I wasn’t sure which.
“I think they’re as well as can be expected.”
“We don’t have enough for what you intend,” Coldan said.
“I know.”
“Then what?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
He grunted. “That’s unfortunate.”
“And not so different than any other time we’ve been together.”
He laughed softly. “I suppose not.”
We fell into a comfortable silence. Neither of us felt the need to speak. We’d known each other long enough that it wasn’t necessary. Coldan held on to the blade of elaron, while I held on to the elaron itself. Both of us served the Jahor in our own complementary way.
And I couldn’t have done any of what I had without him. I hoped that bond would be enough for what was still to come.
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MORNING CAME SLOWLY. Neither Coldan nor I had slept.
He’d continued his patrol around the campsite while I had taken a seat with the others, close to the fire so that I could at least feel some of its warmth, but had still looked out into the darkness. In the growing gray daylight, nothing seemed off. Not the way that it had the night before.
A few snowflakes swirled on the gusting wind. It was cold and biting, cutting through my cloak. I wanted to wrap it more tightly around myself and sit by the fire to stay warm, but we had to keep moving.
“Where are we heading today?” Erich asked.
Shae stood a few paces behind him, looking down from atop the small rise where we’d camped toward Coldan in the distance. The blade of elaron still glowed for him. How much of that did he control now?
As I looked at the blade, I could tell that it seemed connected to him. Bound in a way that I hadn’t noticed before. The power coming from the blade was significant. A surge of elaron that flowed out from him, but it cycled back toward him as well. That was a way of holding on to the blade that I hadn’t seen before. It figured that it would be Coldan who would have such a connection.
“North, still.”
“What happens when we reach the mountains?”
They were a jagged smear in the distance. Clouds obscured their upper peaks, though when he had managed to catch of glimpse of them, we’d seen snow peaking them. They seemed so close, but with each passing day, they never got any closer.
“Then we keep going.”
“Beyond them?”
“If we must.”
“Your way of detecting magic doesn’t let you know?”
I glanced over to Erich and smiled. “It’s not my way. It’s something you could do as well. It takes time and experience. Nothing more than that.”
“I’ve tried. I’m not very good at it. Not like you or her.”
Shae successfully separated into the Place of Knowing, but not consistently. I thought that she would be able to were she to keep trying, but then this wasn’t a time for her to experiment. It was too dangerous for her to attempt something on her own that might end up with her capture and captivity.
“We will keep working on it, much like we keep working on everything we’re doing with the training.”
“It’s hard.”
“Yes.”
“Why shouldn’t it be easier? I have this connection. You’ve taught me to open myself to it, so I know that it’s there. I just feel like doing anything with it is… hard.”
“Magic should not be easy, especially not when it comes to one of the great powers. It can be dangerous. You’ve seen the way the elaron can bind us together. You’ve seen how it can heal. And you’ve even seen how it can kill. Should any of those be easy?”
“It would be better for the Jahor if it were.”
“Unfortunately, magic is never easy. It has a cost. It’s not always obvious at first what that cost is, but there is always a price to be paid.”
“Even for the Volatar?” Erich asked.
I nodded, glancing off into the distance. “Especially for the Volatar. I have paid a heavy price.”
“What price have you paid?”
“One of loneliness,” I said softly. I nodded to Erich. “Be better than me, though. That is all I ask of all the Jahor. I want everyone to be better than me. To have opportunities that are more than I had.”
That was all I had ever hoped for. It wouldn’t always be successful, but I could try, and I could do everything in my considerable power to provide that opportunity for the Jahor to find other options. My life had been one of fighting, trying to bring my people together, and then trying to ensure safety for them. In doing so, it had not given me a chance to find any real connections. Other than Coldan, though even with Coldan, we had started to drift apart until the war had resurfaced. It was almost as if neither of us knew how to live in a time without war.
I joined Coldan standing halfway down the ridgeline.
“What do you see?”
“Less in the daylight than I saw at night, if that makes any sense.”
“I wouldn’t have expected it,” I said, “but perhaps there’s a way to use the elaron in the daylight that would let us see where these creatures have traveled.”
“You would have us track them?”
“Perhaps a little while.”
“That could be dangerous. You saw how many prints there were around us last night. If there are even a few of these things…”
“I know.”
Coldan had been attacked by one, and though he didn’t want to assume the creature had attacked him with the intent of harming him significantly, he still didn’t want to risk the possibility of others getting injured by whatever was out there.
“There something else, Hevith.” Coldan looked off into the distance, to the south and behind us. “Our patrols have discovered something,” he said.
“Let me guess. Hith.”
Coldan shrugged. “Maybe, or it could just be common soldiers. We’ve been moving through lands that were never really claimed by the Hith, but lands that have been touched by war. I just wanted you to be aware of what we have detected.”
“Can you tell how many?”
“Our scouts weren’t able to find anything.”
I frowned. “That doesn’t sound like the Hith.” There were others that had that ability to conceal themselves. The Vicenz, though we had mostly exterminated them like the rats they were. There might still be a few here and there, though not nearly as many as there once had been. They had proven adept at masking their presence, even when they were right in front of us.
“It doesn’t sound like them, but we can’t read too much into it. It might simply be common soldiers. I just wanted you to be aware of it. We will stay ready.”
“I will hold on to the elaron to ensure there is nothing else taking place around us.”
“Are you sure that you’ll be able to detect anything?” Coldan asked.
“Not really.”
“Great.”
“We should be fine,” I said.
“Because you intend to lead us past that dangerous forest and toward the mountains. I’m sure that everything will be fine as we make our way there,” he said, shaking his head in annoyance at me.
I clasped Coldan on the shoulder and returned to the campsite. When everyone had finished breaking camp, we climbed atop our horses and started off, riding steadily but without much urgency. Gradually, the landscape rolled past us.
I held on to my connection to the elaron while we rode. There wasn’t anything out there that I could detect. I pushed out with the elaron but even as I did, I didn’t uncover anything. No voids of power as I had detected in the darkness. Nothing that left me concerned about what might be hiding in plain sight.
We had ridden for a while, everybody falling into something of a comfort, when a steady drumming sound began to build. It was soft at first. I had no idea what triggered it, or what the source might be, but the further that we rode, the sound continued to build.
The others with us started murmuring quietly to themselves. I ignored them, focusing instead on the sound. That sound was steady, though it didn’t seem to have much of a pattern.
“What do you think that is?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t feel anything,” I said. I probed with the elaron, and even as I did, there wasn’t anything I picked up on. Which told me that whatever was out there, whatever caused that steady drumming, might not be magical.
“After what we encountered last night…”
“I know.”
Coldan gripped the blade of elaron. Power continued to flow out from him, through the blade, and I wondered if he would ever release that power again. It might not be possible for him to release it. He might be bound it to it, now.
The further we went, the more we heard that drumming, the more everyone started to feel uncomfortable. I couldn’t shake the strange irritation that came up within me with each sound.
“I could go and investigate,” Coldan said.
“If you do that, you leave us unprotected.”
He gave me an annoyed look. “Unprotected? Really? I think the great Volatar would be more than enough defense against whatever is out there.”
“The great Volatar might have been. I might not be.”
Even the Volatar might not have been enough. It wasn’t as if I had been invincible even then. I had connections to power, and it had strengthened me, helping me bridge the Jahor, but it hadn’t been the kind of power that could do all things. That was something that Coldan had known.
No one spoke while we continued our ride. I held on to the elaron, forcing it away from me, searching for the source of that strange sound. I found nothing.
It was near midday when a flicker of movement caught my attention.
I turned, looking carefully, not wanting to raise an alarm until I knew for certain that I had seen something.
Coldan seemed to know that I had noticed something, and he swiveled on his saddle, twisting so that he could look in the same direction. He guided his horse closer to me, and loomed over. “What was it?” he whispered.
“Nothing, at least as far as I can tell. Just movement.”
“You saw just movement last night, too. That was more than nothing.”
I let out a frustrated breath. He was right, but that didn’t change that whatever was out there might not be dangerous to us.
“It could be nothing more than a wolf.”
“Have we seen any sign of any wolves?”
“Not yet,” I said.
“What makes you think that you would suddenly start to see them now?”
“It’s not a matter of suddenly starting to see one. It’s more that we are getting far enough to the north where I wouldn’t be surprised to encounter something like that.”
“We’re getting far enough to the north we might encounter other creatures, too. Like what we saw with the tu’alan.”
We hadn’t seen them anywhere else. As far as I knew, the creatures helped the tu’alan, though I didn’t know how. The steady drumming persisted, leaving me unsettled, the same as everyone else. As I stared into the distance, the movement didn’t come again. That didn’t put me at ease. There had been something out there.
The elaron didn’t help me determine what might be up there, but could the ne’rash?
I hadn’t spent much time attempting to use it in that way. It might not be able to help me see what would be out there. The ne’rash was a different and destructive type of power, and I still had yet to master enough control over it for me to be as effective with it as I wanted.
When I thought I saw another flurry of movement, I decided I needed to know.
Drawing on the ne’rash, I used the elaron to shield me, protecting me from some of the effects of the darker magic. Holding on to the ne’rash with the elaron as a buffer allowed me the chance to detect something more. The combination of the two was enough that I could feel something shifting out there, though I couldn’t tell what it was.
Movement, though. I urged the horse for more speed.
Coldan caught up to me. “What is it?”
“Something out there. Like I said.”
“You said it could be a wolf.”
I had to suppress the irritation within me that came with the ne’rash. That was always the first part of the battle with that magic. When I managed to suppress it, then I could use whatever was necessary in order for me to hold that power and then wield it.
“I said it could be.”
The combination of powers flooded me, and I pushed them out.
It surged into the distance.
The ne’rash flooded away from me, and I held on to it, raging with the power of it. Darkness slipped along the ground with the ne’rash. I added a hint of the elaron to it, twisting the two together. That was the nature of my new connection to magic, and with that, I could use that power in order to do things I couldn’t otherwise.
Pain filled me and I cried out.
Coldan looked over at me. “What is it?”
“Just the struggle to hold myself together. I’ll be fine.”
“It doesn’t sound like you will.”
I grunted, trying to suppress the pain I felt from the energy building within me. That energy came from the way the two powers mixed. It was a dangerous combination, one that was not meant to be. As far as I knew, the great powers were not meant to mix, but here I was combining them. Letting them mingle. For so many years, I had done everything in my power to carve through the ne’rash. Had I known I would be embracing that power and attempting to use it…
There.
I felt something in the distance.
I had no idea what it was, but was increasingly convinced I had detected movement. There wasn’t any way for me to know what it was. Not while holding on to this power.
Forcing more out and away from me, I let it stretch across the distance. Whatever was out there might pose a threat to me. To my people. Power built within me as I drew from the Jahor.
That had been unintentional. I hadn’t wanted to draw power off of them, but had done so despite that intention. I had to be careful.
Holding on to the ne’rash like this could twist things for me. It could twist me.
Forcing those thoughts back, I focused instead on what I could control. The elaron. That allowed me to use the ne’rash and then with that control, I could uncover what was out there. Gradually, I came to hold that energy, no longer in danger of it raging out of control.
“Are you better?”
“I think so.”
“I always worry when you start holding on to power like that. It’s never a guarantee you’ll come back from it.”
“I have so far.”
“So far, but in the past you’ve let me guide you back. I get the feeling you’ve started to try to guide yourself back. You need to, as well. For you to be successful in controlling that power, you’re going to have to have a way of holding on to it so that you don’t lose that control.”
Taking a deep breath, I could feel the balance within me.
It was tenuous. The way that balance of power often felt tenuous. Though I still had enough of a control over it that I could feel and hold on to it.
Then I paused and held on to that power within me.
It slowly eased away.
There was something in the distance. Now that I had a better control over that power, I could feel something changing. At first, I thought it was only what I could feel.
That wasn’t quite right. It was what I could see.
“There’s something out there,” I said.
“You said that before.”
“Before I couldn’t see it.”
“And you now can?”
Holding on to the two powers, letting them mingle between me, the energy built, enough that I could see what was out there. I could feel it.
“I can,” I said.
“Interesting,” Coldan said. “I can’t see anything.”
“It is tied to the power.”
Holding on to the two powers that I did could be uncomfortable. I felt that discomfort now, but it was more than just a discomfort.
There.
“Something is moving in the distance. It is wrapped in a different kind of power than what we’ve encountered before.”
“It would have to be,” Coldan said.
“I can see it running.”
“Is it one of the is’anish?”
Taking a deep breath, I focused, straining to see if it might be one of the is’anish. I didn’t think it was. They had a distinct appearance, at least in their native form. What I thought was their native form.
“I don’t think so. We need to know.”
Coldan held out his sword. It glowed brightly, carrying the energy of the elaron that flowed out from him. I reached for my own connection to the elaron, and I formed the blade of elaron, wrapping some of the ne’rash around it. The combination of the two powers caused the blade to shimmer, shifting a little bit, enough that I could feel that power streaking away from it.
“You’re more concerned than you let on,” Coldan said, keeping pace with me as we raced toward what I’d seen.
“Not concerned. Prepared.”
The creature in the distance seemed to catch sight of us. It was smaller than the tu’alan, though there was something about it which struck me as familiar. It had a thick beard, pointed ears, and wore a brown shirt and pants. It turned, and started to run toward the trees. Coldan and I moved more quickly.
He followed my lead. I had no belief that Coldan had any idea what was out there.
The drumming persisted. As we rode, I realize that it was rising in intensity. That power was building, the drumming growing more and more constant.
I looked around, searching for any more of these creatures, but didn’t see anything.
Power continued to build. I held on to it. Another movement caught my attention. I turned, peering into the distance.
I pointed my blade of elaron wrapped with the ne’rash toward it.
“What is it?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t know. I see another.”
“If there are more than one of these…”
I knew what he was concerned about. If there was more than one of whatever was out here, and they attacked us, then we were making a mistake heading blindly toward them.
I wheeled the horse around, and headed back toward the others. Coldan followed. We reached the others, and Coldan and I took up a position in front.
The drumming persisted, giving me that strange energy, the sensation that there was something more taking place here, and I tried to ignore it, but could not. With that steady drumming, the buildup of energy that persisted, I feared what might come.
There were things of power we weren’t able to handle. I knew that, and I understood that though I might want to be able to overwhelm whatever was out here, I might not be able to do so.
The ne’rash started to fight me.
I wouldn’t be able to hold on to it for much longer.
The moment that I lost control over the ne’rash, I doubted I would have any control over being able to see what else was out there. It would take that from me.
I had to fight. I had to hold on as much as I could.
I struggled, straining, but even as I did, I couldn’t make anything else out.
“Coldan…”
He looked over to me. “What is it?”
“I’m losing my grip on it. I think when I lose my grip this time, I won’t be able to see whatever is out there.”
As I turned, I noticed more than just the two movements that I had seen before.
There were others.
They seemed to surround us. I looked over to Coldan, and he frowned.
“Do you see anything?”
“Nothing, though something feels off.”
It was new for him to be able to feel something off. It had to come from his new connection to the elaron, the way that he was now bound to it.
“There is something off. We’re surrounded.”
“How many?”
I looked, holding on to my remaining connection to the ne’rash, and swept my gaze all around us.
“There are at least seven.”
“If there are seven, and if you can see them, then maybe you can do something about them.”
I strained, trying to do what he suggested, but the connection I shared to the ne’rash flickered out, leaving me with nothing.
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HEVITH
THE WAGONS RUMBLED SLOWLY across the ground. There was a steady creaking as they rolled ever onward, a sway to the wagons that was comforting to Hevith in a way he still felt surprised by. He had known life in the wagons for a long time, long enough that rolling across the ground, feeling the jostling as the wagons rumbled ever forward, had become something of a familiarity to him. It came from the steady creaking of the wheels and the groaning of wood beneath him. It came from the chatter of dozens of voices all around, people caught up in conversations, most of them hushed, but occasionally more boisterous. It came from the steady gusting of the wind as it whistled across the plain, carrying with it the scent of dried grass and aged wheat. It came from the persistent clopping of the horses’ hooves across the hardened ground.
Hevith gripped the reins of the lead horse line softly, holding on to them and paying attention to the steady rolling landscape in front of him. He sat upright, watching as everything shifted slowly. There had been no sign of any additional village since they had left the last, taking with them as many people as had wanted to come along. Hevith had been surprised they had brought as many with them as they had. Nearly forty more people, along with three more wagons, had joined them.
They would become a target. Hevith recognized they would, that traveling south in this way, with as many people as they brought with them, would eventually gain notice. They weren’t taking any major roadways, though not because Hevith refused to do so. When the opportunity arose, he intended to bring them back onto one of the hard-packed roads, if only so that they would be able to travel more rapidly.
For now, they headed across ground, using the rolling plain as their road. It wasn’t nearly as rutted as many of the roads could be, which made it easier for some of their travels. Thankfully, rains had held out. Were they to get a storm, Hevith worried about the ground getting too saturated for the wagons to easily move, impeding them along their journey. They needed rain, though. Eventually, the stores of water would run out. They hadn’t come across any streams or rivers where they could replenish their supplies, and the longer they went without encountering any source of fresh water, the more difficult it would be for the wagon caravan to continue.
“What are you thinking about?” Hevith asked.
Alicia sat next to him, looking out into the distance. She had been quiet for most of the morning. In reality, she had been quiet for most of the time since the Hith had attacked the village.
“I’m thinking I would have preferred to stay where we were,” she said softly. She twisted the fabric of her cloak, pinching it between her fingers before smoothing it out again. When she looked up at him, meeting his eyes, she did so with a hint of hesitation, and a half smile. “I know we couldn’t, but that doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t have liked to do so.”
“If the Hith were coming for us…”
“We don’t know if they were coming for us,” she said. She turned in her seat so that she could look back at the trailing wagons. Hevith followed the direction of her gaze, realizing where she cast her attention. She was looking toward those of the village they had brought with them. “It might have been them they were after.”
“Maybe,” Hevith said.
They still didn’t have any explanation as to why so many of the Hith had come toward them. It troubled Hevith that they would have so few answers, and it troubled him even more that there had been such an assault. The Hith had known there were Jahor within the village. They had known they would face danger, and they had come anyway.
For whatever reason, the Hith had expected them to be there. Either that, or they were simply prepared for the possibility that they might meet resistance.
Had they managed to keep some of the Hith alive, even one of them, they might’ve been able to get the answers they wanted. As it was, there were no answers.
“I’m scared, Hevith.”
“You aren’t alone,” he said.
“I know that I’m not alone, but I don’t have the same connection to power that you do.”
It was an old conversation, and one they had shared many times. One of her greatest fears was being powerless. Hevith had worked with her as much as he could, trying to help her find a way to understand the connection to elaron she possessed, but Alicia wasn’t able to reach it.
She tried. It wasn’t for lack of effort that she failed. Alicia struggled, working as often as she could with Hevith and Valtek and others who had already managed to successfully reach a connection to the elaron, but despite that, she had failed.
“You will reach it in time.”
“And if I don’t?”
“If you don’t, then you don’t have to fight.”
Her eyes tightened slightly, and she squeezed the fabric of her cloak once again, her knuckles turning slightly white. “What if I want to fight?”
“Then you can fight,” he said.
She shook her head. “I’m not a warrior. I’m no soldier like Coldan and the other Firsters. Gods, I’m not even a fighter like some of the others from the villages we’ve picked up.” She turned her attention back to the road in front of them, staring into the distance as she fell silent for a few moments. Hevith knew better than to interrupt. “Do you know what it was like living in Yarshin, fearing discovery at every turn?”
Hevith shook his head. “I can’t imagine what you went through.”
She looked up at him, tears welling in her eyes. “I always worried about my family more than myself. I always thought myself strong, that I could do anything to protect myself. Then they were taken, and I did everything to protect myself.”
“Alicia—”
She smiled at him slightly. “I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to tell me I don’t need to apologize again, and that it was a time of war, which I suppose it was.”
Hevith nodded slowly. He had considered telling her something along that line, though even if he were to share that with her, it felt incomplete. He had long ago forgiven her. He had long ago moved past the betrayal of when she’d reported him in Yarshin. He understood it.
“It’s more that I’ve lived in fear, Hevith.” She looked over to him. “At the time, I never would’ve called it that, and I never would’ve considered myself scared, but that’s what I was. I’m older now, at least a little. Certainly I have experienced more. I understand it’s acceptable for me to admit my fear. And I’m afraid.”
“What other option do we have?” Hevith asked her.
“None. Which is why am afraid. I know we can’t do nothing. I understand we have to keep pushing. We have to keep fighting. I understand our people need us to be as strong as we can in order to bring them together, but that doesn’t change how we’ve been hurt.”
He was silent for a moment. “I think about what your people in Yarshin went through. I think about the suffering of the people in these other villages that we’ve encountered, people that we have brought with us, hopefully to find safety. I think about how they have suffered, how they wanted nothing more than a chance to find safety. I want to offer that to them,” he said.
The wagon creaked suddenly, tilting slightly, and Hevith was thrown off to the side. He caught himself, bracing as they leaned, quickly righting himself as the wagons rumbled onward. Alicia watched him with a panicked look in her eyes, and Hevith shifted so that he could guide the wagons more securely. “Eventually, we’ll encounter others who have suffered as well. Others who continue to suffer. Places where the Hith have fought, battled and destroyed, and places where the Jahor weren’t able to escape. That’s where we are needed.”
“Not all of us are needed,” she said.
“No. Not all of us are needed,” he said. “Enough of us are, though.”
Coldan understood what Hevith wanted to do, and he understood what he needed to gain more knowledge of. In time, Hevith thought that he might find those answers, but that would come in the south. It would come when they had traveled far enough, and when they had fought through areas controlled by the Hith.
She remained quiet while they rode, and Hevith said nothing.
As the day passed on, a shape in the distance caught his attention. At first, Hevith wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but it loomed ahead of them.
“What do you think that is?” Alicia asked, sitting forward and staring.
Hevith could only shake his head.
He whistled, and Coldan came riding up alongside him, glancing over to Hevith.
“Would you send some scouts to investigate?”
Coldan nodded, and he rode off.
“You aren’t going to go with them?” Alicia asked.
“Coldan has made it clear that I’m not supposed to go off and risk myself as I have in the past.” He chuckled, shaking his head as he watched Coldan and several of the Jahor soldiers ride off into the distance. Coldan led them, guiding them quickly, leaving Hevith to watch and wish he were a part of it. He knew better than to feel that way. “He’s told me that I am more valuable leading the wagons than leading the charge.”
“He’s right, you know.”
“I know,” Hevith said.
“You don’t like it.”
He sighed. “I don’t know if it’s a matter of not liking it so much as having a hard time letting go.” Hevith shifted the reins in his hand, and turned so that he could hold on to them more tightly. “When I was still with my family, my father had made a point of trying to teach me that the wagon master couldn’t do all things. It was the reason we hired on men and women who were more skilled at various tasks than he could be. His role was to protect the wagons, guiding them safely.”
“What kind of people did you hire on?”
“My mother was a trader and she couldn’t do it all by herself, so we had others who could who were a part of our caravan. It wasn’t my father’s strength. Otherwise, I think my father would have preferred to be a part of it. My mother was able to read people.” Hevith smiled at the thought, his memories bringing him back to the time when things had been so much easier. They had traveled from place to place, never staying for long, and Hevith had longed for a certain stability. In hindsight, he recognized now there was a stability in their travels. There was a familiarity. It was that which he needed to replicate, at least to ensure that the people of the caravan he now guided were safe. “You met one of the others my father hired.”
“The soldier.”
Hevith nodded. “Vard was with us for as long as I can remember. He led our protections. At first, he was little more than a hired hand, but over time he became invaluable. I think my father trusted him as much as he trusted anyone. He worked with me, trying to teach me what it was like to be a man.”
Even in death, Vard had continued trying to work with Hevith, wanting to instruct him in ways he might be able to learn how to lead. How to be something else. How to be someone else. That was what Vard had wanted for him.
Hevith had thought he had known the old soldier as well as he had known anyone, but it turned out he had not. Vard had kept his own secrets, and had nearly died with them.
“There were others with us. Teachers. Other traders. Some who only wanted the company of the caravan. Everybody had a purpose with us, though.”
“I don’t feel like everybody here has a purpose.”
Hevith swiveled so that he could look behind him at the rest of the caravan. “I feel that way, at times,” he said. “I don’t know what to do about it, though.”
“You could try to encourage others to take on various responsibilities.”
“Even if they do, I’m not sure that there is something for everyone.”
Most of the people with the caravan did have a responsibility, though not all. Hevith could imagine how difficult that would be. As he looked over to Alicia, he realized that was what troubled her. She didn’t have a purpose.
Not that he wasn’t surprised by that. Ever since they had left the prison, she really hadn’t had a purpose. At first, she had been recovering from her assault in the prison, trying simply to stay alive. As she had recuperated, Hevith had visited with her, trying to understand aspects of Yarshin, using her insight in order to determine what he might face as they came to the city. But now that they had traveled away from Yarshin, and now that they were heading even further to the south, he understood how Alicia would struggle.
What purpose would she have? It was something all would ask of themselves.
Movement in the distance caught his attention, and he sat up as Coldan guided the others back toward them.
Hevith made a mental note to speak to Alicia more about what she had been thinking about, though he worried that he was already too late. Perhaps he should have said something to her long before now.
“You need to see this, Hevith,” Coldan said.
“Is it safe?”
“As safe as it can be,” he said.
“Safe enough for the wagons?”
Coldan shook his head. “It’s going to be too difficult for the wagons to travel.” He glanced at the sky before turning back to Hevith. “Perhaps this is a reasonable time to stop for the day.”
There were still several hours left of travel time, long enough that Hevith would prefer to keep riding, pushing their way south, but he had a sense from Coldan there was something he wasn’t telling him. Perhaps he couldn’t share it with Alicia present.
Hevith signaled for the wagons to pull up and stop, and they began to circle. Given the size of their caravan, they now made two circles, an inner circle and an outer one. The outer circle consisted of wagons containing those better equipped to fight. Not only soldiers, but those who had some fighting ability, along with those who were better connected to the elaron. It allowed them to offer protection to those in the more central wagons. As much as Hevith disliked it, Coldan forced him toward the center of the circles, wanting to keep him protected along with the elderly and the infirm. Hevith thought he understood. Coldan thought he was shielding Hevith, offering a certain level of safety for him. As their leader, there was value in it.
When the wagons were situated, Hevith gathered a horse, and he followed Coldan and the two Jahor soldiers. They rode quickly away from the caravan.
“Now that we’re gone, do you care to share with me what you found?”
“At first, I thought it was nothing more than a tower of rock,” Coldan said.
“If there is just a tower of rock, there’s no reason you couldn’t have shared that.”
“If that were all it was,” Coldan agreed.
They rode onward. They traveled much more rapidly with the horses, far faster than Hevith could do with the caravan. There was a sense of freedom riding like this, streaking across the land, not restricted by how quickly the wagons could rumble with them. Times like these were when Hevith could imagine the freedom of traveling on his own. Perhaps even Coldan would come with him.
Were they to do that, what would he do? Where would he even go?
In the distance, the tower of rock became more visible. Hevith could make it out easily enough. It was an irregular finger of rock that stood high above the rest of the plain. A copse of trees grew near the base of the rock, towering and full, and stretching about midway up to the top of the rock.
“Is that what you were concerned about?” Hevith asked.
Coldan shook his head. “Not that. We need to keep going.”
As they neared, Hevith thought that he understood. There was something unusual about what they encountered here. There was a strange shape near the base of the rocks. Not only did it come from the trees, but there was something else there.
As they approached, Hevith realized what it was. Wagons. Six of them in all.
His heart skipped.
“What did you find there?” Hevith asked softly.
“Nothing.”
Even finding nothing could be troubling.
Abandoned wagons out here in the middle of a vast nothingness was incredibly strange. There should be no reason for the wagons to have been left like that. Not unless something had happened.
As they neared, Hevith could make out some of the details of the wagons.
One of them was damaged. A wheel must’ve fallen off, as the wagon had lurched forward, resting off at an angle. Two others were completely destroyed. Only the bases remained visible. Several others looked to be intact, and they gave Hevith a moment of hope thinking that they would find survivors there. Yet if there were survivors, Coldan would’ve warned him.
Approaching more slowly, Hevith was brought back to when his caravan had been destroyed. It had been something like this. There were no bodies here, though. No sign of any violence other than the destroyed wagons.
He circled around them.
“This would’ve been a good place to have camped,” he whispered.
Coldan looked over to him. “It’s too obvious.”
“Sometimes obvious is the best choice. Coming to a place like this would have been useful, especially for this.”
“What?”
Hevith stopped in front of one of the wagons, his gaze lingering.
He understood why they would’ve come here. The tower of rock would have drawn them. It would’ve been easily identified by those who were traveling across the plain, and it would have guided them here. Toward a place that should have been safe.
“They were meeting here,” Hevith said.
“Are you sure?”
Hevith pointed to the nearest wagon. “Look at the style. The paint is different. The windows are different.” The one nearest him had long, slender windows whereas others nearby had wider windows with bars set into them. The remaining paint he could still see was different enough as well. Some of them were painted in bright red and yellow, whereas others were a fainter green. He had traveled enough to know that the colors used were often regional. There had been enough people who had joined their caravan over the years for him to recognize that.
At one time, Hevith would have believed that the paint colors used on a wagon had meaning, but if they were refugees, like the people it seemed his parents had guided ever north, they might not have had any meaning.
“This was a meeting place,” Hevith said.
“I don’t know what happened to them. When we came out here, we looked for any signs of remains. We looked to see if there was anything left of whoever had been here, but it appears they were abandoned.”
Hevith pointed to the wagon with the wheel that had broken, leaving the entire front of the wagon lurching forward. “Not abandoned. Attacked.”
“Are you sure?”
“That is what happened to my family.”
He climbed down from the horse and made a circle around the remains of the damaged wagons, looking for any sign of who had once been there. The horses had been taken, along with whoever had owned the wagons. As he neared one of the more intact wagons, one with a long window along its side, he pulled open the door in the back and looked inside.
Two bunks lined one wall. They were familiar, a wagon similar to what had traveled with his family, but not completely the same. Shelves were built into the front of the wagon, and they were empty. Clothes were strewn all about the interior. A strange odor lingered, a foulness that made Hevith think of death and decay. It was a stench that reminded him of the prison yard.
He closed the back of the wagon, sealing the foulness back inside.
He headed to one of the others, pulling it open. It was much like the last, though without the bunks.
“This was a merchant,” he said softly as Coldan approached. “Whatever supplies they had here are gone, but they used to be organized in these bins.” Rows of boxes lined the inside of the wagon, and Hevith could imagine how they once had been filled. None of the wagons they had with them were constructed in a similar fashion. There was no purpose when the wagons were designed to move people, not merchandise. They needed to carry as many as possible, and they needed to ensure that they had places to sleep and be safe, not transport goods for trade. Other wagons had supplies jammed into them, but they didn’t use this kind of organization.
“You think this was something like your caravan.”
Hevith nodded slowly. “I think so.”
“This is quite a bit west of Yarshin,” Coldan said.
It was far enough that he wouldn’t have expected the Hith to have been responsible for the attack, at least not until Toran had been attacked. Had the Hith not targeted them there, Hevith would have believed they were still far enough to the north to be safe. Of course, there really was no safety when it came to the Hith. Not anymore.
He knew better, as did Coldan.
“Is there anything we can do to track them?” Hevith asked.
Coldan shook his head. “The ground is too dry. Besides, we don’t know how long ago this was. It could have been days, or weeks, or even longer.”
Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “We need to keep our eyes open, then.”
“We have been.”
“We need to be ready for the possibility that the Hith will find us as we travel.”
“We have been,” Coldan said.
Hevith turned toward the south. He thought about the geography of the area around him. He didn’t know it nearly as well as he knew some places, but he had seen maps of this area before, and those maps drifted back to him, giving him enough of an understanding of what they might encounter here that he thought he knew where they needed to go.
It was time for them to stop avoiding other cities.
If there was a Hith presence in some of the other places, that it was time for Hevith to know. Besides, if there were Hith in other cities, and if there were Jahor, he had to believe there were other Movras.
That was what he needed to find. Not only so he’d know just how far the Hith had pressed, and how much they had done, but also so that Hevith could better understand the Jahor’s suffering. He needed to better understand just what his people had been through, so that he could determine what needed to be done.
He nodded to Coldan. “We should get moving.”
“What do you want to do with these wagons?”
Hevith sighed as he regarded them for a long moment. What did he want to do?
They reminded him of what happened to his family, and what happened to all of the Jahor who had suffered over the years.
Leaving them here beneath this tower of rock seemed… wrong.
Hevith wasn’t entirely sure why he felt that way, only that he did, but there was no other choice.
“Leave them.”
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HEVITH
A LARGE FIRE crackled in the night. They had ridden for two days since leaving the remains of the caravan and the tower of rock. In that time, Hevith had guided them directly south for the better part of one day before veering off and directing them toward the east. If he was right, they would eventually reach the city of Vor. It was a southern city, though at the northern edge of what he would’ve considered the south. It was a place he had never visited, not even with his family. The only reason Hevith would be able to find it was because he had seen it on maps, and he had a sense that he knew where to locate it were he to continue to travel this direction.
There would be other villages along here, though he hadn’t seen any. Hevith didn’t try looking for them, though. He wanted to make his way toward Vor, not taking a meandering route the way his family caravan once had done.
That wasn’t to say they weren’t exploring the land around them. Coldan and the other soldiers would ride away from the caravan, investigating anything nearby they might need to be concerned about, before returning to them. They moved quickly and efficiently, and so far they had found nothing.
Whatever villages were here must be small enough and infrequent enough they didn’t come across them.
Near one of the wagons, several people were singing softly, their voices mixing together in a gentle melody that carried into the night. Somewhere behind the wagons Hevith could hear soldiers training, sparring with wooden swords, occasionally grunting as they worked. There was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to join them and see what he might be able to do with them, but most of those who sparred were like Coldan, connected to the elaron in a way that Hevith was not. He would be at a disadvantage sparring with them. Across from him, several people worked at a massive pot near the fire, cooking for the rest of the campsite.
Everything seemed as it should. Which had him on edge.
With everything as calm as it was, Hevith couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more he needed to be prepared for. He worried about the quiet and the calm, and he worried about what would happen were that quiet and that calm to suddenly shatter. Eventually, he anticipated finding something more dangerous.
Hevith climbed to the top of one of the wagons and looked out into the darkness. Other than the sounds around him, there was a sense of quiet mixed with a feeling of anticipation. He focused on his connection to the elaron, and didn’t detect anything. He probed with the elaron, letting it flow away from him. It drifted out into the night, the power that he summoned from some hidden reserve deep within him, washing outward. He barely had to borrow from the elaron of the people with him, though Hevith was fully aware of it.
“You take yourself away from them.”
Hevith looked over to see Valtek climbing up alongside him, situating himself on the bench near him. He shrugged at him. “It’s not so much that I take myself away from them, it’s more that I am trying to determine whether there’s anything else I can detect.”
“What more do you think you might be able to detect?”
Hevith shrugged. “Unfortunately, I don’t really know. With what we came across”—Hevith had shared with Valtek what they had found, hoping he might be able to offer some insight, but he hadn’t—“I wanted to have an opportunity to do as much as I could to ensure our people are safe as we make our way south.”
“You intend to bring the fight to the Hith. By doing so, there might not be any way for you to ensure that the people are safe. You will have to come to terms with that. You might find that some of your people are lost in the fighting.”
“Just because I need to come to terms with that doesn’t mean that I have to rush toward it. I doesn’t mean that I can’t try to do everything possible to ensure they are given every opportunity to succeed.”
Hevith breathed out heavily. He continued staring out into the distance, looking at the night. There was a sliver of moonlight, not enough for him to clearly see. Where the Jahor soldiers were fighting, their blades glowed softly with the pale white light, the energy of the Jahor powering them. Even that wasn’t enough for him to be able to see clearly. Hevith could push out the same energy through his sword, or even the staff, but it wouldn’t have the power to illuminate the rest of the night.
“When I was working with Mel, she claimed there was a way to know things beyond one’s self,” Valtek said.
“How?”
“She never had the opportunity to demonstrate it. That is, if she even knew it. I’m not sure whether or not she was aware of the technique,” he said. He smiled, turning his attention into the darkness the same way as Hevith did. “There were many things Mel knew about, yet didn’t have the necessary knowledge to recreate. She called this the Place of Knowing.”
“What is it?”
“To hear her tell of it, the Place of Knowing is a state of mind. It’s one where you separate from yourself. Use the power of the elaron in order to do so, and it gives you a power over some other aspect which allows you to explore.” Valtek shook his head, grinning. “When it came to some of the things that Mel shared with me, I never knew how accurate they were. She claims the Jahor of old were able to do it more easily.”
Hevith shifted, twisting so that he could look over at Valtek. “What do you know of the Jahor of old?”
“Not much. Certainly not nearly enough to be able to offer you any sort of insight.” He glanced over to Hevith, grinning at him. “I can tell that you want an answer, and unfortunately, I don’t have any real answer. I went off on my own, seeking to protect the Jahor as much as I could, but I was never a part of the core group of Jahor.”
“I suspect they hide the same way that Mel did in Yarshin,” Hevith said softly.
Valtek chuckled. “You’re probably right. Unfortunately, I have the feeling the Jahor fear risking themselves. For good reason, of course. Where I still in the south, surrounded by Hith on all sides, I would share in the same fear.”
“I can’t help but wonder why they never fought back,” Hevith said.
“What makes you think they didn’t?”
“If they would’ve fought back, then the Jahor wouldn’t have been splintered.”
“Or perhaps the Jahor would have been exterminated,” Valtek said. “So many have been lost over the years. I have known the violence far longer than you. Far longer than most. Had the Jahor fought back, I can’t help but wonder if more of our people would’ve been lost.”
“I want to find someone to answer,” he said.
“There may not be any answers.”
They sat in silence, and after a while, Hevith let out a long sigh.
“I can leave you if you want time to yourself,” Valtek said.
“That’s not it. What do you know of this Place of Knowing?” Hevith asked.
“Only that you have to summon the elaron in order to find it. Again, Mel never explained to me how to use it. She only explained that there was power within it, power that granted the person who was able to do so a way of seeing beyond.” He grinned. “Perhaps she was leading me on. Knowing Mel, she might’ve done it as a test to see if I might be able to uncover some technique to use the elaron.” Valtek chuckled again as he started to climb down. “You really should rejoin your people. They would like to visit with you.”
When Valtek left him, Hevith focused on elaron within him.
Reaching for it now was easy. It came from some place deep inside of him. It was as if it were a reserve of energy and power, and all Hevith had to do was tap into that in order for him to access some sacred power. Mother had claimed it came from Callah, though Hevith doubted that were the case. If it were some god who gifted him with power, it certainly wouldn’t be one that he didn’t follow.
As he tapped into that power, he held on to it. Hevith didn’t use it. He simply allowed that sense of energy to flow through him. It remained there within him.
A Place of Knowing. That sounded useful.
Traveling south had another benefit. If he could find another Movras, then Hevith had to think he might be able to learn how to use the power of the elaron much more effectively. When he did, then he wouldn’t have to fear the Hith.
He held on to the power, letting the awareness of it stay with him. He sat holding it for a while, thinking about that power before wondering if what Mel had said to Valtek was nothing more than a trick.
Hevith started to climb down when something familiar tugged on him.
Jahor.
The sense of the Jahor came from far enough that he recognized it wasn’t the caravan and the people with him. He had no idea where it came from or who was there, only that the power that tugged upon him was familiar.
What did he detect?
Hevith closed his eyes again, focusing on the elaron. He needed the understanding of what Valtek had shared with him. If only he were able to access this Place of Knowing, he might be able to use that to find his way, and to see if there was anything more he might be able to understand.
The tugging was faint.
Hevith squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on that power, and as he did, he could feel something shifting up within him. That was strange. It was almost as if the elaron were trying to guide him, changing something.
That energy came from deep within him, and it started to separate.
The elaron tried to tear free of him.
That was the tugging.
It wasn’t just that the elaron pulled away from him. Something pulled upon him, trying to lead him. Whoever did this wanted to leave him somewhere.
That indicated a level of control.
Hevith opened his eyes, looking back down toward the fire. Where was Valtek?
“Valtek!” He didn’t see Valtek. If he waited for too long, would he lose the connection that he needed? “Valtek!”
He still didn’t see him.
He grabbed for the elaron.
Hevith could feel the change and the way power started to pull upon him, trying to draw off of him. It seemed to swirl around him, leading him.
Hevith followed the flow of the elaron, the sense of how it swirled, trying to guide him. It was a strange sensation, and even stranger for him to be completely aware of how it was moving. He had never felt anything like that before. Not even when he had been working with Valtek. Valtek was skilled with his control over the elaron, but what he detected now was something else.
Not so much a matter of the power, though Hevith had a sense that there was considerable power here, but it was a matter of the control. For some reason, he believed whatever he detected now had a level of control over the elaron he didn’t have. What he sensed seemed to have a level of control even Valtek didn’t possess.
The longer that he waited, the more that he could feel that power starting to shift. It surged, calling him away, forcing power off of him.
Hevith tried to fight, but didn’t know if he should. The tugging persisted. It grew more intense.
Then he separated.
Hevith didn’t have any other way to describe it. It seemed as if there was an incredible sense of power, and it pulled on him, tearing him free, and he hovered.
It was a strange awareness. He felt as if he were somehow separated from his body, pulled apart from where he was, so that he floated. Oddly, Hevith could feel everything shifting beneath him. There was still a sense and an awareness of his body, but it was almost as if he were torn free of it.
The tugging dragged upon him. He floated, drifting further and further, moving away from where he had been. It dragged him over the plain beneath him.
Hevith looked down at himself.
He seemed to be comprised of a glowing light, a surge of energy and power that swirled around him, but it was strange that it seemed only to be powered by the elaron.
Floating across the plain, Hevith felt himself moving faster and faster.
There came flashes of light in the distance, surges of energy scattered all around, and it took him a moment to realize what that represented. Villages. Sometimes cities. All of them representing Jahor. All of them glowing against him.
In the distance, he saw a surge of light, but surrounding it was a darkness. Shadows.
As he headed toward it, Hevith felt something more. A chill worked through him, a sense that this was something he had to be concerned about.
It was the Hith.
Here he thought that whatever had been pulling upon him represented the Jahor, but what if that wasn’t the case at all?
This power continued to swirl, drawing him ever farther forward, forcing him onward. He had to find a way to resist what was drawing him toward the Hith.
A distant glowing separated from the darkness. In doing so, it started to float toward him, the energy of elaron coming toward him. It represented a Jahor approaching.
There was a surge again.
He braced himself, ready for the possibility of an attack, but as that surge of light began to build, something happened.
Darkness swirled around it, pulling upon it.
Out of that darkness, there came a sense of urgency.
Not only a sense of urgency, but a summons. A beckoning.
Come.
Then pressure threw him back the way he’d been summoned.
When Hevith was tossed back into his body, he didn’t have any way of fighting. He had noticed everything blurring past him again, the same flashes of light coming from what he believed to be villages and cities far beneath him, but he didn’t have a chance to even observe that. All he was able to see was the quick burst, and then darkness until he was thrown back into his body.
It was jarring.
Hevith struggled with the transition for a moment. Elaron surrounded him, leaving him dazed by the power he’d detected. He rested for a long moment before doing anything, memories of what he’d seen in that separation coming to him slowly.
How much of that had been real?
There had been a distinct sense of the flashes of brightness around him. When he’d first seen it, Hevith had been convinced there was something there. Perhaps only a flash from the villages, but if that was what he’d seen, then he needed to know. Those flashes meant there were Jahor.
Then there had been the city in the distance.
It was far—incredibly far from where they were. Even though he’d traveled in what seemed like a short time, the sense he had was that the traveling had torn him rapidly, dragging him quickly across the distance.
Hevith squeezed shut his eyes, thinking about what he’d seen and encountered.
The darkness.
That had to be Hith.
Not only Hith, but whoever was there in that city and had summoned him had been in danger of the Hith. They had used their dark power to surround them and prevent them from coming out for Hevith.
Sound thudded near him and Hevith looked over. His head felt heavy, pounding in his skull. Everything felt drained. He’d used too much of the elaron. More than he’d used in a while, and even more than what he’d used when he’d battled against the Hith.
“Hevith?”
It was Valtek. His voice sounded as if it came from a great distance.
“I’m here,” he croaked. Hevith slowly sat up and looked around him. The darkness persisted. The sliver of moonlight that had been there remained high in the sky, casting a faint trail across the ground, almost as if the moon itself wanted to guide them south. The sounds of the camp around them had changed so that Hevith didn’t hear the same sparring or singing or even the quiet conversation. What had happened?
Valtek pressed his hands on Hevith and a surge of elaron came out from him and washed through Hevith. When it passed, Hevith gasped.
He felt better. Not restored. That would take time. Whatever had happened to him when he’d been pulled along the Place of Knowing had used his connection to the elaron in such a way that he would need time to come around.
This was more of a reprieve. A touch of power that allowed him to feel refreshed.
“What were you doing?”
Valtek’s voice sounded suddenly loud, but it was mixed with the sounds of sparring nearby, the singing that he’d thought had been over, and the voices of dozens of Jahor talking in the camp.
Hevith licked his lips. “I don’t really know. I tried to use my connection to the elaron and then felt something tugging on me.”
“Like you did with the Hith?”
Hevith shook his head. “Not with the Hith. This was different.” He took a deep breath, focusing on what he’d detected, but couldn’t pull it toward him. There was a feeling of loss. The feeling that there were Jahor out there who needed his help. The feeling that there was something more out there he needed to find. “I think it was Jahor.”
“I felt you use power. It was… incredible.”
Hevith looked over at him. “I didn’t mean to use that much power, but it felt as if I had to in order to hold myself together.”
“Hold yourself?”
“I was pulled. Power separated me from myself.”
Valtek’s eyes widened. “You did it. You went to the Place of Knowing.”
“If that’s the Place of Knowing, then it lets me separate from my body and look at the world in a different way.” He closed his eyes. Glimpses of what he’d seen came flashing to him, piecing together slowly. Hevith knew where the caravan was and had a general sense of what they traveled toward. The city of Vor would be enormous. That was what he’d seen in that strange vision. “There were Jahor all around us.”
“You thought there would be,” Valtek said.
Hevith nodded. “I thought there would be, but we haven’t seen any sign of that many of the Jahor. We’ve seen nothing other than the empty wagon caravan we encountered recently. Nothing that would help us find the Jahor.”
Now with what he’d seen, he could practically imagine them. More than that, though. With what he’d seen, he knew how he could reach them. That was the purpose of the inestar.
He could call to the Jahor the way the Hith had wanted to summon them. He could use the inestar to draw that power and show the Jahor there would be others they could reach. He could call them to the others.
Then they could all travel to Vor.
Hevith had been trying to come up with what he needed to do. Now… now he thought he understood.
It would be difficult.
There would be Hith at the end of the journey—only would that be the end?
“What is it?” Valtek asked.
“We need to gather the Jahor. Then we need to make our way toward Vor.”
“Gathering Jahor had been your plan before.”
Hevith nodded. That had been the plan. There was an aspect to it that was different, now. Now he understood what they faced in a way that he hadn’t before. Now he understood there was a threat in Vor. Not that he should be surprised by that. He’d known there was a danger in Vor. This was something else. This was confirmation.
But it was more.
It was hope.
Whoever was in Vor had power over the elaron.
They had control.
Hevith had to reach them so they could teach and so that he could learn.
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VOLATAR
EVEN THE ELARON faded from me.
I had been holding on to too much. More than I felt comfortable holding. I strained, trying to grasp for that energy, but I couldn’t maintain it the way I wanted. There was a power near me, but I couldn’t do anything about it.
“I don’t have anything left,” I whispered.
Coldan glanced over. “Nothing?”
“Nothing.”
“What about the sword?”
I strained, trying to call upon the blade of elaron. Even as I did, I couldn’t feel enough of the connection to draw that power toward me.
There was a hint of it. It was a stirring, barely more than a fluttering. When it came, it wasn’t enough for me to draw the blade of elaron. I had to borrow from the other Jahor.
I had expended more than I had realized.
I wondered if I had expended more of these other Jahor’s energy than what I had intended. It was possible I’d taken enough from them that they weren’t going to be able to lend me the strength I would now need.
The pressure and movement around me persisted.
I closed my eyes, focusing on the elaron.
There. It was there.
Grabbing for it, I linked the other Jahor together. And then I added Coldan to it. He seemed to be the key. When I did, something blazed differently.
Power surged, flowing out from me to him, and the sword of elaron he held began to glow more brightly. Somewhere behind me, someone gasped.
Others could see it.
“What did you do?” Coldan asked.
“I linked us together.”
“Do you think that was wise?”
“At this point, I don’t know anymore. It might not be, but it’s the only thing I could think of doing.”
The power pressed away, creating a circle outward from us. Then I could see the movement.
“I see something,” Owen cried out.
Others followed the direction where he pointed, and I stared. There were others around us. Several of them, much like I had thought. They were like nothing I had ever seen.
They were not is’anish. The is’anish took on a strange black form, but they could also be humanoid. These creatures stood on two legs, though they were short. Much shorter than us. They were small, with pointed ears, and most of them had long hair. They carried slender swords, and it left me wondering how we were unable to see them before now. They were clothed in dark fabric that seemed to be made of moss and branches and leaves, somehow all grown together. It was almost impossible to believe what I saw.
“Tell me that you can see them,” I said to Coldan.
“I can see them,” he said.
“I don’t know what they are,” I said.
“Maybe we should go and find out.”
“I will go. You stay with the others.”
“Hevith—”
I glanced over. “Look. You have the blade of elaron. You are connected to the elaron right now, and you will be able to protect these others if it comes down to it. I would much rather you be here and offer them that protection if something is wrong.”
“What if nothing is wrong?”
“Then we’ll all join with them.”
Coldan grunted, and I could sense the frustration within him, but I ignored it, urging the horse forward. I headed toward the nearest of the strange creatures, watching as I approached. I moved carefully, cautiously, not wanting to risk anything with them.
As I traveled toward them, the drumming persisted, and it seemed to grow even louder. It was coming from them.
As I neared one of the creatures, I climbed down from the saddle of the horse, and made my way more slowly toward them.
It was only through the power of the elaron Coldan held on to I managed to see anything. Without that, I wondered if I might not see anything.
“I am Hevith Alaster. Once known as the Volatar of the Jahor.”
The name was well-known enough that I had to wonder if perhaps these creatures would recognize it. I wasn’t sure whether or not they would, and even if they did, I wasn’t sure if it would even matter to them. The title of Volatar mattered to those who I wanted to fear me. It didn’t matter nearly as much to others.
None of them said anything.
I had a sense that they watched me, though.
“Do you understand me?” I said it in the common tongue, before shifting and speaking it in others. I had no idea what language they would speak, if any that I might know. It was entirely possible I wouldn’t be able to understand them, and that they wouldn’t be able to understand me. For all I knew, they had a completely different language.
None of them spoke.
They watched me, the steady drumming persisting. There was an energy within that drumming. They continued to watch, none of them speaking, none of them coming any closer to me.
The only thing I was aware of was the drumming. It troubled me.
“We seek passage. We are heading through here, venturing toward the lands of Vailanar. We intend to prevent the is’anish from attacking our people.”
Perhaps admitting that was a mistake. For all I knew, these creatures might be working on behalf of the is’anish.
The drumming began to intensify, gaining a different sense of urgency. I watched, waiting for any other response from them, but there wasn’t anything other than that ongoing drumming.
“You do understand.” They understood the is’anish, if nothing else. “We need passage. Nothing more. We don’t intend to harm your people.”
I wasn’t sure if harming their people was even possible. Given how difficult it was for us to even see them, it might not be possible for us to do anything that would harm them.
One of the figures stepped forward. They moved quickly, faster than I could even see. Suddenly, he stood in front of me.
At least, I thought it was a he. As far as I could tell, the creature’s features were masculine. He held a sword like the others, though he did not move it. It remained angled down, as if he were unconcerned with me. Perhaps not unconcerned. It might only be that he didn’t view me as a threat.
Given what I had seen from these creatures and their strange powers, I probably was not much of a threat.
The drumming intensified.
I stared at the creature, waiting for his reaction. I had no idea what he might do or say. Perhaps nothing. As I stood there, waiting, a nervous energy began to build within me.
Something was happening. I wished I understood what it was.
The drumming intensified even more. Now it was a fast-paced rhythm.
There was something within that rhythm that called to me, beckoning me. The elaron started to draw off of me. As did the ne’rash. It was slow and steady, but I could feel both of those powers beginning to shift, as if whatever they were doing had changed that energy, taking something from me.
I couldn’t allow that. I needed to hold on to my connection to those powers.
Latching on to the elaron, I forced it back. I wasn’t about to allow these creatures to call it off.
A troubled thought came to me. The is’anish had the ability to draw power off of us as well. I had seen it. It seemed they could use both the ne’rash and the elaron. I had seen how they could control that power, binding it within them.
I had seen the way they had used it against us.
If these creatures could do the same thing, I needed to be careful.
I couldn’t hold my power nearly as well as I wanted.
The drumming picked up. I couldn’t see the others, though I could feel them. It came from something within the drumming. It came from the way that my elaron and ne’rash pulled off of me. It was as if they were trying to drain it from me.
No.
If the elaron were taken from me, then the others with me, the Jahor, would suffer.
I fought.
Some distant part of me suggested I should not, but I still did. I pulled upon the elaron, trying to hold it within myself, not wanting to release it, fearing what they might do if they took that power from me.
The drumming rumbled.
That was the key to their power. I had no idea what it was or how they were using it. Only that there was power in that rhythm.
“Stop,” I said.
The drumming persisted, increasing in intensity.
There were drawing off the elaron and the ne’rash. As much as I tried to resist it, I couldn’t do so. Whatever power they had over that made it so that they could draw on my magic.
I had to fight.
I feared that doing so would draw too much off of the Jahor with me, but if I didn’t do anything, then the Jahor would end up drained of power. Perhaps Coldan was right and I shouldn’t have come here alone. With him, at least I would’ve had somebody who would have been able to fight.
“Stop!”
The elaron and the ne’rash surged from me, exploding outward.
Time seem to stop.
The creatures were there, standing around me, near enough I could almost reach out to them, but no longer were they pulling upon my power as they had been. There was not the same drawing sensation, only the soft drumming. Even that had faded, no longer working with the same intensity as before.
I swept my gaze around me, holding tightly to the reins of my horse. If I were going to need to escape, I would have to use the horse to do so.
Even if I attempted that, I had seen how fast they moved.
I held tightly to the power within me, letting it flow out, creating something of a buffer around me. I wasn’t about to allow them to do anything more to me.
“Who are you?” I swept my gaze around, studying them. “Why are you here? Did the is’anish send you?”
The drumming started again, this time with agitation.
Not the is’anish. They may not be with them, but they recognized the term.
“Fine. You weren’t with them, but you know them.”
One of the creatures stepped forward.
It was a wonder that I could still see them. Given the way they could hide from us, and how I could barely make them out otherwise, it surprised me that I should be able to do so now.
“What do you want with the is’anish?” The voice was soft, musical, and reminded me of the tu’alan. They looked nothing like the tu’alan, though there was the sense of power about them, the same way as I detected when it came to the tu’alan.
“I want to destroy them,” I said, starting to question how much I should reveal to these creatures. Maybe I shared too much.
I focused on the elaron.
That power was there, just at the edge of my ability to reach for it. I could feel it within me, and from there I could feel it stretching to the other Jahor. I was tempted to draw upon the elaron and lash it outward, wrapping them with not only that power, but also that of the ne’rash.
Doing so would accomplish nothing, though. It would only risk angering them. Seeing as how I knew nothing about them, I didn’t want to anger them.
“You cannot destroy the is’anish.”
“They have instigated war with my people. They have instigated war between others. They have attempted to steal our power. They must be stopped.”
The creature watched him. “The is’anish would not get involved.”
“You might not think so, but I can assure you that they have. The tu’alan didn’t think they would get involved, either.”
They struck me as similar to the tu’alan. At least, similar enough that I thought sharing the knowledge I was aware of the tu’alan existence might benefit me.
“They would not.”
“If it would hide their war with the tu’alan, I suspect they would.”
The drumming started again, this time different. It seemed to be directed away from me. Directed toward the forest.
I stood in place, holding on to the elaron, waiting for whatever else might come. I didn’t know if there would be some sort of attack, but I couldn’t tell if they were talking to each other, or not.
The drumming seemed to be their way of communicating, though they obviously had some manner of understanding my language.
Finally, he turned back to me. “The is’anish would not wage war with the tu’alan.”
“Not openly.”
The drumming persisted. When it stopped, there was a quiet stillness, an emptiness in the air. It was almost too much for me. “Come.”
They turned, and the drumming began to grow more distant.
I glanced over my shoulder and pulled on a hint of elaron, sending it surging through the blade. I waved in the distance, motioning for the others.
I wasn’t going to follow these creatures on my own.
I waited for a few moments, but it seemed as if they weren’t going to linger long enough for me to have my people join me.
I had to follow.
Which meant I had to trust that Coldan and the others could keep up. Climbing back in the saddle, I motioned to the others, and we started off. They were easier to follow now that I had seen them. Still, with each movement, there was something odd about their appearance. It made it difficult for me to track and follow where they were going.
I nudged the horse faster. As I approached them, the steady drumming intensified again.
We neared the edge of the forest. By the time we did, Coldan and the other Jahor finally caught up to me.
“What is it?” Coldan asked.
“They want me to come with them.”
“Are you sure this is safe?”
“No, but we intend to stop the is’anish, which means we have to use whatever help we can.”
“Gods,” Coldan said as he rode toward the edge of the forest, pausing in front of it. “Here I was concerned you were going to have us go after the Hith. This seems worse.”
As they rode forward, I glanced over to him. “I still might have us go to the Hith.”
We entered the forest.
It reminded me of when we entered the forest with the tu’alan. There was a faint shimmering in the air, and a coolness that washed over me. It left my skin tingling.
Power built within me. It was different than what I had experienced when I was with the tu’alan. In this case, I was suddenly fully aware of the elaron. It exploded within me. It took everything in my power and concentration to hold on to it so that I didn’t get overwhelmed.
I glanced over to Coldan. He seemed even larger than before, and the blade of elaron clutched in his hand glowed even more brightly. “I’m not so sure the others should join us here,” I said.
“Where would they go?”
I looked back toward the creatures, but didn’t see them. They had disappeared. “I don’t know. All I know is that if I struggle with the elaron here, they will as well.”
“You struggle because you are sensitized to it.”
“What about you?”
“I can feel something. I feel… Refreshed.” He glanced over to me. “Does that make sense?”
“Seeing as how you look as if you just grew by two feet, I would say that it does. Look at your blade.”
Coldan glanced over to the blade of elaron, his eyes narrowing. “I can tell there is something odd about it.”
“I’m not so sure that it is odd. It is powerful.”
And it meant that Coldan had gained an increased attachment to the elaron.
If we didn’t go into the forest, whatever soldiers were behind us might encounter our people. We weren’t so many that I felt confident in doing that. We would have to go into the forest, chasing the strange creatures, and hope that whoever else was behind us wouldn’t pursue.
I looked behind us as the others started to enter the forest. One by one, each of them gasped. They started to grow, as if they were united with their power. It filled them.
What must I look like?
I saw the others, and was aware of how they appeared now that they were within the forest, connected to the elaron in ways they had not been before. Coldan wasn’t the only of the Order who seemed to have grown even larger. All of those who were connected to the elaron, all who had joined the Order, had grown.
Even Shae.
Her connection was unique. I had been trying to understand just what it meant for her to have the connection to the elaron she did. She was not like me, though she had considerable power. I had always been connected to the elaron in a way that meant I would be a uniter of sorts. Though that had allowed me to reach the other Jahor, it also had allowed me to use the elaron to fight.
Shae was bound to the elaron in a way that I was not. She glowed brightly. It swirled through her. She seemed larger than she had been, and the power of the elaron within her exploded away, flowing away from her.
“Come on,” I said to Coldan.
We headed deeper into the forest. I looked around me, searching for signs of those creatures, but they seem to have disappeared.
The drumming had not, though. That was what I had to follow. They had invited us to join them. That mattered.
As we wound through the forest, following no real path, only the steady drumming I could hear, uncertainty built within me. These were magical creatures. Powerful magical creatures. As far as I knew, they had access to a different great power than we did.
Still, the forest granted us an increased access to the elaron. That was different than what we had detected when we were working with the tu’alan.
Coldan held on to his glowing blade of elaron. He kept it close to him, and with the light coming off of it, it pushed back the darkness of the forest. He could lead us, if it were to come down to that. I looked back to Owen, along with several of the other Jahor of the Order. How many of them would be able to take on a blade in the same way as Coldan had?
Perhaps all of them.
We hadn’t tested it. He had been connected to the elaron, and it was something we should have considered before, though there had never been the need. With the power the blade possessed, and the way it could summon and concentrate the elaron, I couldn’t help but feel as if having others who were able to concentrate that energy would be useful.
Especially in this forest.
I motioned for Coldan to slow.
“What is it?”
“I think we need to do something before we go too much farther,” I said.
“You’re following these creatures. What happens if they get away from us?”
I tipped my head to the side, listening. “I think they intended for us to follow, but I also think we need to be careful. We don’t know anything about them other than that they have considerable power.”
“What kind of power?”
“I don’t really know. They moved more quickly than I could follow. They had the ability to call off the elaron. Had I not resisted, they might have continued to draw that off of me.”
“And you would have us go after these creatures?”
“I also have a sense that we need to, so that we can better understand what we are doing and how we might be able to stop the is’anish.”
“You think these creatures are the key to it.”
“These creatures are a part of us gaining an understanding. That has always been key, Coldan. We need to know more about them, and others like them.”
“Then what will you have us do?”
I surged the elaron through my hands, creating an increased blade. “I would have others of the Order wield something like this.”
“What if the others can’t connect to it in the same way?”
“I think they can.” I turned it to Owen. He sat atop his horse, towering over it. He was filled with the elaron, much like Coldan was.
“What is it, Volatar?”
I smiled. “A gift. I don’t know if this will work for you, but I think we need to try.” I held out the blade of elaron, offering it over to him.
He glanced to Coldan for a moment before his eyes looked back to the blade. “Are you sure?”
“I think we need for you, all of you”—I looked around at the others of the Order—“to have a more pure access to the elaron. That involves you being able to hold on to this.”
Owen held out his hand, and he hesitantly took the blade of elaron.
As he took it, there came a faint surge of power. I focused on that surge, using it. I had to link the power to him. I wasn’t sure what exactly that would entail, but I could feel something.
As I pushed outward, energy joined the blade of elaron to Owen. He sucked in a sharp breath. I released my hold over the power. Owen held on to the blade, still connected to it. His eyes widened as he stared at it. He held it outward, swinging it from side to side. The blade glowed brightly, connecting to something within him.
Much like it did with Coldan, the elaron flowed out from him, through the blade, and then back. It formed a cycle.
He smiled as he held on to it. “I can feel what you did to me.”
“It’s nothing more than a visible manifestation of the power within you,” I said.
“I don’t have any power.”
I arched a brow at him. “Have you ever looked at yourself?”
“You gave me power, Volatar.”
I shook my head slowly. “I merely connected you to your power. I never granted you any. In this case, even the power that I have just handed you is different. I might have created the blade, but I am not maintaining it. That is you.”
I glanced to Coldan before turning back to Owen. Would they be able to learn how to summon the blade? With enough time, I had to think that perhaps they might.
That would be valuable. If they could do that, if they could summon the blade on their own, not needing to borrow power the way that so many others did, there would be a benefit to it.
I turned the others of the Order. One by one, I want through them, connecting them to a blade. I had worried that it would take considerable power on my behalf in order to do so, but in this place, I felt as if I had an endless supply of elaron. I hadn’t felt that way in quite some time. Even connected to the other Jahor, I was limited in how much of the elaron I was able to draw. Anything more would put them in danger. Here, there didn’t seem to be any sort of limitation.
When it was done, every one of the Order held a glowing blade of elaron. I smiled to myself.
“Are you sure about this?” Coldan asked softly.
“Not really, but we’re going to need more than just steel to defeat the is’anish.”
“But this…”
I nodded. “This is different. I’m aware of that. This is dangerous. I’m aware of that, too.”
It didn’t change the fact that we still needed to be prepared. I had no idea what it would take in order for us to do so. Perhaps these creatures intended to help us.
I focused on the drumming. That came from somewhere in the distance. We had to follow it.
Once everyone was settled, I looked all around. “Are we ready?”
“Yes,” Coldan said.
We moved onward.
I continued to listen to the drumming, focusing on where it came from. There was a direction to it, and it called us forward. We wound through the forest. I didn’t catch sight of these creatures again.
As we traveled, I attempted to reach for the ne’rash.
I hadn’t done that since coming to the forest. The elaron had been overwhelming to me, a reminder of what I had once been able to draw upon easily. It felt like the kind of power that I once had.
Attempting to reach for the ne’rash while holding on to that much of the elaron was difficult. Did it have to be, though? The elaron allowed me to stabilize the ne’rash. I needed to use that.
Focusing on the elaron, using it to keep myself centered, I delved for the ne’rash. That energy came to me, though it did so slowly. As there usually was, a tension built between the two great powers. I wondered what would happen if I managed to reach one of the other great powers. Would I experience a similar tension? Perhaps other powers might work together more easily than the elaron and the ne’rash.
“What are you doing?” Coldan asked.
“I’m trying to see if I can use my powers to find them.”
“You can’t see them.”
“Not easily normally, and not at all in the forest. I can hear the drumming.”
“Drumming?”
I glanced over to him. Now he seemed to tower over me. The elaron blade glowed, practically touching the branches high overhead. “You don’t hear it?”
“I don’t hear anything other than the sounds of the forest. That and us. We’re making enough noise to be heard for leagues.”
“And I’m not aware of any of that. All I hear is the steady drumming.”
“Only because your hearing is so terrible.”
“Not all of us are bound to the elaron the way you are.”
He grunted.
We moved forward, riding carefully.
I followed the drumming, holding on to both of my great powers, probing for any way to use that in order to find something else out in the forest with us. There was a feeling of power out there, but nothing more than that.
The forest became increasingly dense the further we went. The trees were not the same as those with the tu’alan. There were pines and oaks and a few walnuts, but nothing like the fyrwood.
“This forest is different, isn’t it?” Coldan asked.
“Different from the tu’alan?”
He nodded. “Different, though similar. It feels like theirs.”
“And here I thought it was just different.”
“I don’t believe that. This forest, much like theirs, and I suspect wherever we will find the is’anish, must focus one of the great powers.”
I frowned as I looked over to him. “What was that?”
“You have spent so much time talking to us about the great powers in the world, that I suspect this forest, much like the tu’alan forest, focuses those powers.”
“I haven’t said anything like that.”
“You haven’t needed to. It’s in the way this forest works. Feel the energy surround us. It certainly has concentrated the elaron. It does so to the point where I can even feel it. And I’m not aware of it at all normally.”
I chuckled. “I find that difficult to believe.”
“You can find it difficult or not. I’m just telling you that normally I’m not aware of the elaron. Not the way that you are. I’m aware I have grown. I’m aware that I’m faster and stronger. I’m not aware of any distinct power.” He glanced over at the elaron blade. “Or, I hadn’t been. Now I begin to understand that there is something more.”
I grunted. Could that be it?
I didn’t know which great power the tu’alan protected if that were true. I had thought that it was the elaron, but when I went to that forest, there had been no sense of the elaron there. I had managed to use my connection to the elaron, but even there, they had held on to it, overpowering me.
Perhaps they weren’t tied to the elaron.
What about here, then? These creatures had access to some power. It was different than any power that I had. It was different than any power that I had seen. Or was it?
The power they possessed reminded me of the way the is’anish had drawn power off. It reminded me of the way my staff and other items made from fyrwood had drawn power.
Strange. It would force me to find other answers. Unfortunately, I didn’t have them.
We pressed through a particularly thick section of the trees, and when we did, the forest opened. There was a small clearing here, with a meadow filled with flowers. Mounds of earth formed, almost like burial mounds.
I signaled for us to halt, not wanting to get too close until we knew what it was that we had come toward.
“What is this place?” Erich asked.
“It is strange,” Shae said.
The mounds of earth were heaped up, covered with grasses and flowers, easily as tall as a man standing unmounted. There were dozens of them, all of them filling the entirety of this strange space.
“Move carefully,” I said.
“What are you concerned about?” Shae asked.
“I’m concerned the creatures are here.” I listened for the drumming. It was there, faint, but distinctively present. I looked over to Coldan. He held the blade of elaron as he swung it around him, moving cautiously. “Do you detect anything?” I asked him.
“There is an energy here.”
“Are you sure?”
“I can feel it.”
I would have questioned that before, but seeing him now, blazing with the power of the elaron, and the way that he had shifted and changed ever since he had reconnected to that elaron, I knew better than to question him.
I mixed the two great powers I possessed together. Letting those powers mingle, I sent it sweeping away from me. There was nothing. I tried again.
This time, I probed more carefully, using what I could to hold those powers together so that they didn’t have too much tension between them. There was still an element of tension bridging them, making it so those powers didn’t want to latch together, but I couldn’t feel anything else.
I forced that energy outward.
A pressure built, resisting that magic. That was significant. I might not know what exactly it was, but I was aware that there was something here.
“I don’t think it likes that,” Coldan said.
“It doesn’t like what?”
“Whatever you’re doing.”
I looked over, frowning. It might be the first time that Coldan was aware of something I was not. Of course, in this case, I held on to both the elaron and the ne’rash. He was pure elaron. He might be able to hold more than I could. Given how powerful he looked, the way he seemed filled with that elaron, it was entirely possible that he could detect something I could not.
I released the ne’rash.
Holding on to the elaron as potently as I did, I was buffered from the effect of the ne’rash, not feeling the same irritation and struggle to let it go as I normally did.
I held on to only the elaron. Doing so granted me a greater connection and understanding. I could feel that power out there. I swept it away from me. There was something, though I had no idea what it was.
Coldan tipped the sword of elaron away from him.
I followed the flow of power as he did. I could feel something coming from it, though not what it was. That energy erupted from the end of his sword, stretching outward, stretching beyond. It flowed out and over the mounds, and then dissipated as it reached the forest on the other side.
I didn’t see anything. I didn’t feel anything.
Dismounting, I made my way into the clearing.
Coldan joined me. He didn’t have quite as much power flowing from him as he had before. The blade no longer stretched away from him the way that it had.
“Do you still hear the drumming?” Coldan asked.
“Not as much.”
“Do you think they abandoned us?”
“I don’t know what they did.”
All I knew was that something had changed.
Reaching this place was a part of what we needed to do, though it wasn’t all of it. We had been summoned here, but I didn’t know if this meant that we were supposed to have come here, or whether we were tasked with doing something else.
I stepped close to one of the mounds, holding on to the elaron and letting it flow out from me. I could feel something near me. It seemed to reverberate with the elaron, almost as if it wanted to alert me of the power that was there.
Not that I needed that reminder of that power. I could feel it myself.
“What else do you think is here?” I asked Coldan.
“I don’t know.”
We made a small circuit around the mounds of earth, stopping once again near the edge of the forest where we had entered. This seemed to be where the creatures had guided us. What was it about this place that they wanted us to know?
Perhaps nothing more than simply to alert us that this was a place of power. Not that I needed a reminder. I could feel that this was a place of power, and could feel the energy that was here.
After a while, I released the energy within me.
Holding no magic felt naked. Bare. Exposed.
I had grown accustomed to holding on to some magic at all times, especially now that I had regained my connection to the elaron. Having a separation to it was uncomfortable. I looked around, searching for any sign of the creatures, anything that would tell me where they had gone and why they had disappeared, but I came up with nothing.
I glanced over to Coldan.
“What do you think happened to them?” he asked.
“I think they chose to hide,” I said.
“Why bring us here if they were only going to leave us?”
“I don’t know.”
“What should we do?”
As I looked around the forest, I realize I didn’t have that answer, either. We had come here hoping to learn more, but we had no answers. All we had were more questions.
Worse, without the steady drumming, I wasn’t sure that I could find my way out of the forest.



10



HEVITH
THE WIDTH of the road surprised Hevith.
They’d been traveling over ground for so long that he’d begun to wonder when they would even reach a road again. The rolling plain had been increasingly difficult to traverse. The grasses grew taller the further south they went, forcing the horses to press through them and trample a path. They would leave a trail, but there wasn’t any way around that.
The ground had been rockier the further south they went. It strained the wagons. They managed to make it to the road, but Hevith worried they wouldn’t have much more luck. Through it all, he had been using the elaron through the inestar.
A summons.
Hevith didn’t know if the summons would work. The connection he shared with the inestar didn’t tell him whether the people he called to would be able to respond, but he also had a feeling that he couldn’t continue to travel back and forth across the plains in search of the Jahor.
They had a destination.
“Could you take a break with that?” Alicia asked, nodding to the inestar.
Hevith glanced over to Alicia. She wrapped her arms around her chest, as if trapping the warmth inside. The day was brisk, though the sun was up. A cold northerly breeze gusted from time to time, sweeping through. Hevith enjoyed the wind and the scents that came with it, but he seemed to be the only one. Most of the people sitting atop the wagons were like Alicia, huddled to find warmth.
“You don’t care for the feeling of the inestar?”
“I can feel the way that you’re using it. There’s a drawing. It’s… harsh.”
“It’s not supposed to be harsh.” Hevith looked down at the device. Since acquiring it, he’d grown increasingly comfortable using the inestar, though he knew there were aspects to it that he had to better understand. There was a way of calling power through it that he hadn’t yet mastered. Hevith continued to try, though the longer that he attempted with it, the more he began to wonder if he were doing it the way that Mel would have.
“I think it’s because I’ve been feeling it so much lately.”
Hevith leaned forward as the wagons started to settle out onto the road. This would make traveling go more quickly. He thought that was a good thing, but there was danger in it as well. Traveling like this would also bring them closer to the Hith much faster. Toward Vor. Toward the one he felt during the Place of Knowing, but it would bring them into danger.
“When I’d been drawn by this other,” he started, “I could feel the other villages around us. There were other Jahor there. I saw them.”
Hevith had taken to calling the one who’d summoned him “the other.” They were Jahor, and they were powerful—they would have to be given the way they were able to call him away—but he didn’t know whether they were a Movras like Mel. Perhaps they weren’t. There might not be other Movras like her.
“I could feel them, though there didn’t seem to be anything else. I want to reach them and let them know that we’re here.”
“What if you’re letting the Hith know we’re here too?”
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t know. They might be able to feel what we’re doing too, but I don’t think that’s how their power works.”
Mother and Morad were able to detect the use of the elaron, but that seemed more tied to their fyrwood than anything else. This would be something different.
He rested the inestar on his lap, tracing his fingers along the length of wood. The surface of it was warm as it often was after he’d used the elaron through it for a while. Strangely, it was soft, as well. That was how the staff had changed for him over time. The elaron seemed to weaken the fyrwood, though not enough to damage it. Rather, it changed it, as if the way that he drew the elaron through the wood gave it a different connection to that power. Hevith hadn’t been able to figure out what that meant. The tu’alan likely knew, if only they were willing to work with them and share their knowledge.
“We don’t know anything about the Hith,” Alicia said.
“We know they can be defeated.” He turned to her, taking her hands. “So many people in the north viewed the Hith as this unstoppable force—”
“They have been,” she said softly.
“They had been. We can stop them. The Firsters can stop them. All it will take is—”
“Sacrifice,” she said.
Hevith sighed. Perhaps she was right, but that didn’t make the sacrifice wrong. They needed to sacrifice if that was what it was going to take to defeat the Hith and free the Jahor. Having the vision, however brief, told him there were other Jahor who needed their help.
“Sacrifice,” he repeated. “Won’t it be worth it?”
She regarded him a moment before turning away and staring along the length of the road.
Hevith sighed. Here he’d thought that Karn was the one who’d given up. He had, but he’d managed to come back around. Alicia had given up in a different way. She seemed to have abandoned her belief that the Jahor would be able to do anything.
The road turned around a slight bend in the distance. Hevith shifted so that he could better see where it would take them. The height of the grasses made it difficult for him to see clearly, but as he shifted in his seat, he was able to make out a change to the landscape.
A loud crack behind him caught his attention. His heart hammered. For a moment, he thought it was the Hith, but old memories came up to him with a more practical problem. He slowed the wagons to a stop.
“Wait here,” he said to Alicia, handing her the reins to the wagon.
She took them, looking down at them as if trying to decide whether she would hold on to them or not before nodding slowly.
Climbing down from the wagon, Hevith hurried toward the back of the caravan.
“What was it?” Coldan asked, riding up alongside him.
“Trouble,” Hevith said.
“What kind of trouble?”
“The kind my father always worried about.”
He found the source of it about two-thirds of the way back along the caravan.
A wheel seemingly had come free.
The wagon was one of the open bed style. It carried nearly twenty people. Heavily laden, but it also meant they were able to transport more than they would have otherwise. The closed wagons like the one he rode had a limit to how many they could carry with them.
“This will be difficult,” Coldan said as Hevith headed toward the wagon. “Do we leave it?”
Hevith looked up. He’d started running through the possibilities even as he’d made his way toward the rear of the caravan. They needed the wagon. Leaving it behind meant each of the other wagons would be even more packed, but more than that, it meant they might be forced to abandon supplies.
They wanted to reach Vor, but they needed to do so with everyone as healthy as they could be.
“We have to fix it,” Hevith said.
“How long will it take?”
Hevith looked around the land near them. If they had to replace an axle, it could take a few days, and that was if they could find what they needed. “A couple of days.”
“We could see if we could find a replacement.”
“The nearest village is probably a three-day ride in that direction.” Hevith pointed to the west. The narrow path was difficult to see, though he knew it was there. When they’d come rumbling out of the plains, he’d noticed the path, and knew they would have been able to follow it to reach a different sort of safety, though that wasn’t the safety he wanted. “Going there and back would take a week, and that’s if they would have something we could use.”
Coldan grunted. “I don’t like getting waylaid on the road like this.”
Hevith smiled at him. “We haven’t seen anyone else during our travels.”
“Just because we haven’t seen them yet doesn’t mean we won’t see them. We run across the Hith—”
“We’ll be ready. I think we’ll know if the Hith come.”
“Will we?”
Hevith thought he’d be able to detect it if the Hith made a push toward them, but he didn’t really know. It was possible he wouldn’t be able to feel anything. When they’d attacked in Toran, they’d had a bit of a warning. It was enough that they’d been able to prepare some defense—and enough that they were drawn off to face them. The Hith had wanted them to detect their presence.
The next time might not be so easy.
“I don’t know.”
“What else could we do?” Coldan asked. “I don’t like waiting here.”
“I don’t like it either, but what choice do we have?”
Coldan looked back the way they’d come. “We could scavenge from that other caravan.”
“That’s—”
“Only a day by horseback. We can ride hard. Get there and get what we need, and get back. If you aren’t able to fix it in that time, then we have what we need. If you are, then we have a spare.”
That wasn’t the worst idea, though Hevith didn’t care for splitting up in that way. Doing so would mean that Coldan and whoever he took with him would be away from them. Some of their best fighters. If the Hith did reach them, they would be in danger of that attack.
“I don’t love the idea,” Hevith said.
“Would you prefer being stuck here for the better part of a week?”
Hevith let out a slow sigh. There was no good option.
He looked along the length of the wagon train, and frowned.
There was one benefit to being stuck here. He had the opportunity to use the inestar, and he might be able to summon other Jahor, which would give them a chance to increase their numbers.
He knew they would be heading toward Vor, and when they reached it, he wanted to have as many of the Jahor as possible. Until they knew what they were going to deal with, having as many of the Jahor as they could summon would be beneficial. Hevith had no idea what they might encounter in Vor, only that he suspected the Hith presence would be considerable.
“Who would you take with you?”
“Who are you concerned about leaving?”
“You.”
Coldan grinned at him. “You don’t need to be concerned about me.”
“I am, though.”
“I can manage.”
“I know that you can, but that doesn’t mean I like the idea of you being away from the caravan. Having you with us…”
Hevith didn’t need to finish.
Coldan shrugged. “We have others who will be able to protect the caravan if it comes down to it. Karn. Any of the others you’ve enhanced. You have chosen well.”
Hevith shook his head. “I didn’t choose any of them.”
“None?” Coldan asked.
“Fine. I didn’t choose most of them. Most decided to take on that connection themselves.”
“You could offer it to others.”
Hevith frowned.
It would be a reasonable use of the time they had. If he spent the days they would be trapped here, waiting to repair the wagon while Coldan and the others who went with him were off trying to scavenge, he might be able to bolster their numbers.
“How many others do you think would be interested?”
“More than you would expect,” Coldan said.
“Really?” Hevith didn’t have that sense from those with the caravan. He thought that anyone who had wanted to connect to the elaron in the way that Coldan and the others had would have already taken that opportunity.
“Some have waited,” Coldan said. He swept his gaze along the caravan, hesitating as he looked at some of the people who were gathered. “Others have expressed interest, though it’s only been in whispers.”
“I don’t feel as if we can force this on anyone.”
Hevith didn’t think he could do that to anyone. The nature of the change was such that he felt it modified something significant. It changed those who accepted it in a way that turned them from who and what they were and into something else. Coldan didn’t speak of it all that often. He didn’t need to. Hevith could tell from his interaction with him that he had changed. It was more than just his physical transformation. It had been slow and subtle, and when it had first happened, Hevith hadn’t even been sure that he saw it clearly, but the longer he spent around Coldan, the more certain he was that something had indeed changed for him from an emotional and mental perspective.
“Why do you think you would have to force it on anyone?”
“I just want to make clear that I’m not going to force it on anyone.”
Coldan smiled at him. “Even if you were to demand it of some, there is little doubt in my mind that they would accept it.”
“No,” Hevith said.
Coldan shrugged. “Your choice. Regardless, take the time while we’re here to see who you can offer this to. There is some benefit in having this chance.”
Hevith took a deep breath, nodded to Coldan, and crawled underneath the wagon to investigate. While there, he looked up. It was an axle, much like he’d feared. It had splintered. He was reminded of traveling with his father. When the axle had broken before the Hith attack, they had used wire to try to secure it, but that was only a crack. This was an actual fracture of the wood. In order to repair it, they would have to fashion a new axle.
He crawled back out. “See what you can gather from that other caravan,” Hevith said. He cursed himself now for not having scavenged what they could have then, but he’d been disturbed by what they’d found. It had troubled him. “You might even be able to bring an entire wagon.”
“None of them looked that intact,” Coldan said.
“You might have to do a few simple repairs, but it’s possible that you will be able to bring several of those wagons back.”
“Several of them?”
Hevith shrugged. “Maybe not several, but enough that we would be able to use them.”
Coldan nodded and headed off. Hevith had nothing more that he could say. The preparations would be on Coldan. He would be gone for at least a day, possibly two depending upon how long it took for them to gather everything they needed. Two days without several of their soldiers. Two days or longer without the full complement of protection they had grown accustomed to.
Hevith headed toward the rear of the wagon, stopping. “What is it?” Graychen asked.
He was an older man, and seemed to have aged a decade in the time that they’d been traveling together. Gray hair that had once been peppered with black, now had gone completely silver. Wrinkles at the corners of his eyes seemed deeper. Darkness seemed to haunt him in a way that it hadn’t even when he had been in the prison. At least in the prison, Graychen had a purpose. Hevith suspected he struggled now that he was out of the prison, no longer responsible for offering the protection to the inestar.
He hadn’t taken on the connection to the elaron. Hevith didn’t know if he ever would. There was no need for him to, not now. He was an old soldier, and he had served the Jahor in his own way, and Hevith didn’t feel as if he had to offer anything more than what he already had in service of the Jahor.
“We lost an axle. Coldan and several others are going to see if they can scavenge parts from a caravan we encountered a few nights ago, but in the meantime, I’d like to see if there’s anything we might be able to do to repair it.”
“Why bother repairing it if the others are going for parts?”
“We need to try in case they aren’t able to gather supplies.”
“We could put the others on other wagons.”
“We could, but if we lose another wagon…”
It was far better to repair the wagon now than to run the risk of needing to make repairs as they got closer to Vor. The heavier they weighed down the wagons, the harder it would be for them to travel unencumbered. Eventually, if they stressed the wagons enough, they would find all of them failing.
“What do you propose?”
“Take some of your men. Measure the length of the axle. Search the nearby trees for a branch that might work. We need something solid and stout.”
“Even if we find it, we don’t have the necessary tools to craft it the way that you would need.”
“We have blades. We have axes. We have enough.”
Graychen wasn’t wrong, though. They didn’t have traditional woodworking tools, which put them at a disadvantage. If they were to have what they needed, Hevith thought he would have been able to restore the wagon far more rapidly. He didn’t have a lot of experience with that. His father had always hired on men and women who had the skill with repairing the wagons, never taking that role himself, but in this case, Hevith thought they needed to do the work.
Hevith made his way along the line of the wagons, signaling that they were going to stop. It was early in the day, and many of the people looked at him until he started to explain the situation.
They would be camped for several days. It was the longest they would stop since leaving the village. Some of them seemed relieved.
Hevith understood. Life on the road, sitting in wagons day after day, traveling across the uneven ground, could be difficult. Hevith had known it all too well during his early days. Others seemed alarmed. Hevith try to take stock of those who were the most alarmed, and he regarded them.
He needed to know who he had to be concerned about as they approached Vor. They were the ones who would need protection and comfort.
Someone cleared his throat behind him, and Hevith turned.
Chase stood behind him. He was a few years Hevith’s senior, and he had come from Valtek’s village. He had a hint of connection to the elaron, something Valtek continued to work with, searching for whether or not there would be much more of a connection for him. So far, at least as far as Hevith had been able to tell, Valtek had not been able to link him to the elaron any more than what he already had. It was a weak connection, faint, but enough that he had some potential.
Standing close to him, Hevith could feel that connection burning within him. It was a strange thing for him to be aware of, but he recognized it within many of the Jahor. The longer he spent around them, the easier it was for Hevith to know those who had a greater connection to the elaron. Some never would have much of a connection, whereas others had a deeper strength.
“What is it?”
“Word has spread that you intend to create more soldiers.”
Hevith glanced behind him toward Coldan. He had already taken off, leading five riders with him. Five soldiers. Not so many that they would be diminished, but at least enough that if they were to encounter Hith, they would have protection.
“Create more soldiers?” He turned back toward Chase.
He had a medium build, so Hevith suspected that were he to connect to the elaron he would have some potential with it, but he didn’t know how powerful he would become. It was difficult to determine. When he’d connected Coldan, he hadn’t anticipated that he would grow as powerful as he had. Hevith suspected some of that came from Coldan’s natural connection to the elaron, though there would have to be a part of it that came from something else.
“Like you did with the others. That’s what I’ve heard.”
“It’s not a matter of creating soldiers so much as it is a matter of connecting them to their natural ability. Many of them have a connection to the elaron, and all I’m trying to do is to add to that and give them the chance to use the connection they share to the elaron and bind it to them.”
When it came to discussing how he did it, most of the people he worked with didn’t have an understanding of the elaron. Very few of them had the ability to reach it, so there was no point in explaining just what it was that he did. Chase was different. He’d been working with Valtek, and because of that, he had a better understanding of the nature of that power.
“I would have you do the same to me,” he said.
“You understand that in doing so, something about you will change.”
“I understand that it will make me stronger.”
“Stronger, but it’s going to change something, as well.”
Chase nodded. “All I want is a chance to be able to fight the Hith. If you can do that, and if you can make me into a soldier, then that’s what I want.”
Hevith sighed. Was that what he wanted to do?
Some of these Jahor had ability. Perhaps not Chase, but others of the Jahor would have the potential to connect to their elaron, and in doing so, they would be able to become stronger. They would be able to oppose the Hith in a way they wouldn’t once they were turned into soldiers.
Others were like Chase. They never would have much of an ability, and they would never be granted that opportunity. Perhaps he had to take what he could. As they collected Jahor, he was going to need to decide who would be useful as soldiers and who would be useful in other ways. Perhaps that was something he needed to take time to consider while they were here.
“When you’re ready, I will do it.”
“I’m ready now,” Chase said.
Hevith cocked his head to the side, watching him. Was he ready?
It took strength on his part in order for him to connect the Jahor to their elaron. It required that he turn part of himself upon them, tapping into their power, and using that in order for them to gain the ability to reach for something different.
As he connected them to that power, he modified something about them.
“Meet me at the front of the wagons. If there are others…”
If any would know, it would be those like Chase who wanted to become soldiers. Hevith wouldn’t have to necessarily go through the caravan searching for those who wanted to be connected to the elaron. He could have them come to him.
And when they did, what would he do if he felt that some of them shouldn’t be connected to the elaron?
He didn’t know if he would be able to tell them no.
Chase wouldn’t be his first choice, but that might not matter. He could use the elaron, tie them to it in a way that would give them the chance to be stronger, and then they could add to the ranks of soldiers.
Heading toward Vor, he was going to need to connect some of them in that way. Hevith didn’t know if he was prepared for what it would take.
When he reached the head of the wagon, he climbed onto it, and started to steer the wagons into a circle. They looped around, encircling the damaged wagon, before he called it to a stop.
“We’re staying here?” Alicia asked.
“For now.”
“Why?”
“One of the wagons is damaged. We have to repair it before we can move on.”
“How long will that take?”
“A few days.”
She looked up at him and frowned. “We’re going to be here for several days?”
“If that’s what it takes. Coldan led some of the others away to see if he could get parts, but it will be a few days before they return. In the meantime, I want to see if we can repair the wagon.”
When they were situated, he climbed back down as Chase and six others joined. Seven more soldiers, if all went well.
It was strange, but he didn’t feel as if they would have enough. Even with seven more, they still were going to be outnumbered. The Hith had the numbers and the understanding of their magic. That made them dangerous. Until they were able to do the same as the Hith, they would have to rely upon the soldiers.
“If you’re sure about this,” Hevith said.
Chase stepped forward. “I’m ready. Make me a soldier.”
Hevith tested his connection to the elaron before heading to his wagon and claiming the staff. He would need it for this. Not only did the staff allow him to draw more power than he would otherwise, but he could use it to help him connect to the others within the caravan. It helped him to bridge his power to the other Jahor.
“I can connect you to the elaron, but you’ll have to find your way to becoming a soldier on your own. When you do this, you must commit to protecting the Jahor. You must commit to a willingness to use what you’ve been given to help your people. If you’re not prepared for that, then you should turn away now. If you are, then step forward and I’ll offer you what I can.”
Hevith hadn’t been sure whether he would deter any of them, and wasn’t even sure that he should. They might need as many as were willing to take the connection to the elaron so that they could add to their numbers.
Chase stepped forward. Hevith had expected that he would still want the connection. His tie to the elaron wasn’t so strong that he thought Chase would be able to draw on much power, but hopefully it would be enough that he could use it in order to change. That was what Chase wanted.
Hevith tapped the staff on the ground, focusing on the elaron within him, then he started the process.
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HEVITH
THE SUN SET in the distance. Hevith was tired. They’d been camped for the better part of two days, and there still wasn’t any sign of Coldan and the others. He wondered how much longer they would have to wait for him to arrive, especially as the attempts Graychen had made to bring branches to work as axles had failed. They were either twisted or rotted or simply not long enough.
If they failed, and if Coldan failed, the only other option would be piling everyone into the wagons and heading for Vor without the broken wagon.
The break had been useful in other ways. The hunting around here had been good. Those who were skilled hunters had managed to bring in a few deer, dozens of rabbits, and they’d come across a copse of berries that had been picked clean. It had helped. With as many people as traveled with them, they would need more than just a few berries and venison, but for now it was enough.
He squeezed the inestar, sighing as he did.
In the time since connecting the Jahor to the elaron—having done so with a dozen in the last two days—he had been drawing on the inestar to see if he might be able to detect anything out there. He tried to call to the Jahor, but he didn’t know if he was creating as much of a summons as what he wanted. It was possible that all he had done was push out an alert that would signal to the Hith that they were there. Every so often, he detected a surge of power, a calling. That was familiar, and it drew him.
Hevith breathed out as he tried to use the inestar. There wasn’t anything in the way he pulled on the power that indicated whether it worked. When he wasn’t using the inestar to attempt to summon, Valtek had been. Between the two of them, they had been sending out the summons constantly.
Hevith began to understand Alicia’s comment. The inestar did wear on him after a while as well. He could feel the power of it, and could feel the way that it surged, which left him with a strange discomfort. Almost as if it were trying to summon him, but there wasn’t going to be any way for him to answer the summons, as he was already here.
“What do you think we should do?”
He looked over to Valtek. He’d taken a seat next to Hevith, and he looked out into the growing darkness with him. In the distance, Karn worked with the new soldiers, training them. He really had embraced this new life.
“Do about what?”
“About how long we’re going to stay here. I know you want to wait and see if Coldan and the others have gathered what we need, but what happens if they can’t?”
“If they can’t, then we need to move on.”
“You will wait for them to return?”
“I’m not leaving without Coldan.”
“He would be able to find us. With the inestar, he would be able to track us easily.”
Hevith had thought about that. They didn’t have to worry that Coldan and those with him would get lost. That was an advantage. That didn’t mean he wanted to leave them. They might encounter Hith, and if they did, Hevith wanted to be ready.
“He would, but I told him that I’d give him time to catch up with us.”
“How much time?”
“What are you getting at?” Hevith asked, turning to Valtek.
Valtek took a deep breath. “Perhaps I’m pushing harder than I should. It’s just that what you described in Vor has me troubled.”
“Which part—the villages with Jahor that we need to summon, the other who pulled on me, or the Hith?”
“All of it.” He looked over. “The way you describe this other is troubling. Mel didn’t have the knowledge of the Place of Knowing, but it seems as if this other not only has an understanding of it, but they’re able to control it—and your response to it.”
Hevith had thought about that. He worried about that as well. They had pulled him into this Place of Knowing. Doing that would have to take incredible skill. It was more than that, though. Not only had they pulled him into it, but they were trapped by the Hith. If there was someone with that kind of skill trapped by them, then what hope did he have of being able to do anything?
Hevith still thought that he had to try. He needed to know more about the Jahor. He needed to know what the Hith’s capabilities were. With the inestar, he thought he could summon the Jahor, but if he summoned them toward something that would be able to overwhelm them, what point was there?
“I know,” he finally answered Valtek.
“When we reach Vor, we have to be prepared that whatever forces the Hith have there will be more than what we can manage. That’s why I’m worried.” He turned to Hevith. “You have potential. I’ve seen that since you first came to my village. What I’m concerned about is that we will face those who have proven they can counter even Jahor with potential and knowledge.”
Hevith sighed for a moment. “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said. “I share your concern. At the same time, we have to decide if we are going to be afraid of the Hith or if we are going to bring the fight to them.”
“What if bringing the fight to them is exactly what they want?”
“I don’t think that it is,” Hevith said. “I think they are afraid of us. I think they’re afraid of what we might be able to do. That’s the reason they have put forth so many resources in order to scatter the Jahor.”
“You hope that unifying the Jahor will give the strength necessary in order to overwhelm of the Hith, but what if unifying the Jahor is exactly what the Hith need in order to destroy our people?”
Hevith breathed out, shaking his head. “I don’t know what the right answer is. All I know is that we have to push back. In all of the time that I have known I was Jahor, I have seen how the people have struggled and suffered. I have seen how they have hidden from their fate. I have seen how they have been afraid. All I want is to offer our people the opportunity to be something different.”
“What exactly do you want them to be?”
“Free.”
“And if it’s not enough?”
Hevith stared into the darkness. He could feel the Jahor around them. He could feel the energy there, but nothing more than that.
“If it’s not enough, then we have tried.” He smiled at Valtek, sadness filling him as he did. “Isn’t that better than the alternative?”
“The alternative is living, Hevith.”
“Living in fear. Is that what we want? Is that what we want for our people? Do we want to continue to fear the possibility of a Hith attack? Do we want to live thinking that at any moment they might bring their people into one of our villages, using that to harm our people? Slaughtering them. Taking them.” Hevith closed his eyes, pushing back the surge of emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. He had to be careful. Emotion could be useful, he knew, but it also could be dangerous. His history with the Hith, and his history with what had happened to his family and the rest of the Jahor, made it so that he had a tendency to react far too passionately. Hevith knew better than to allow that to happen.
“I don’t know. Not anymore. What I wanted was to offer protection to my people. That’s why I brought them to the village where I did. I thought we could be safe.”
“You were safe for a little while, but the Hith continued to move north.” He glanced behind him, looking toward the wagons. “Others have thought that they would be safe by heading north. Those in Yarshin thought they were safe, but the Hith reached them. Eventually, the Hith would continue to push. Our people will never really be safe until we find a way to push back.”
They fell silent as they looked out into the darkness, neither of them speaking. Hevith wondered what Valtek thought about. Did he think back to his time in his village, a place that he had protected with the power of his elaron illusion concealing the village from anyone who might find it? Did he think beyond that, back to when he had worked with Mel in Yarshin, learning about the elaron? Perhaps it was even before that, to a time when Valtek had been younger, something he rarely spoke of.
For his part, Hevith thought of the future. He looked back, but looking back didn’t seem to have as much value as looking forward and preparing for what was to come.
Vor.
More than anything else, Hevith knew he was going to have to go into Vor, and he was going to have to be prepared for the danger that existed there.
“Mel used to tell me about the Jahor homeland,” Valtek said softly.
Hevith looked over, saying nothing.
“When she spoke of it, it seemed almost a dream. Impossible to believe.” He smiled sadly. “She spoke of buildings so beautiful that they took your breath away. Elaron infused into the stone, leaving it gleaming against the sky. Massive temples built to Callah, their design unrivaled.” He inhaled deeply. “I don’t follow Callah. Not like I once did. I know you don’t, either. It’s just…”
“Did you follow him before?”
“I was raised to celebrate Callah. When I was young, most were. He was our god, and he was the reason we had the gifts that we did.” His face clouded. In the fading sunlight, Hevith could make out the darkness in his eyes. “When the Hith started to attack, when they started to persecute us, I started to question. Why us? Why our people? Why would we face this suffering if our god favored us as much as I was raised to believe?”
“Not all people follow Callah,” Hevith said.
“But if the guide is as powerful as I was taught, then why would we suffer?”
Hevith smiled, a surprising thought coming to him. Not so much the thought but the source. “When I was in prison, Mother claimed all of this was a test.”
Valtek nodded slowly. “The priests used to make the same claim. I suspect she trained with them enough that she understood the teachings.”
“Perhaps she instructed me better than she knew.”
“I don’t think there was any intention of instructing you,” Valtek said. “But that doesn’t mean the lessons she taught were any less the lessons of the Jahor. She may not have believed in them anymore, but I suspect she once did.”
It had troubled Hevith that Mother had betrayed them the way that she had. Even more troubling was that he had trusted her, lost that trust, then trusted her again. All of that and she continued to betray them.
Why?
It was the question he had not managed to obtain an answer to.
It was more than just the Hith.
It was fear. He understood that now, and he understood that she had wanted to side with the Hith so that she might survive. It was an instinct that many had. Even in the short time Hevith had encountered the war, he had known others who had wanted nothing more than to protect themselves.
Self-preservation.
It was an understandable instinct, even if it was one that angered Hevith.
“Perhaps we will find the cities of the Jahor,” Hevith said.
“They’re gone,” Valtek said. “Torn down by the Hith, destroyed because they represented something they hated.” Darkness clouded his brow again. “Our people will never again know the beauty of the Jahor. There will never again know the way that our people had been. The way that we had lived.”
“They will never know or you will never know?” Hevith asked.
Valtek shook his head. “I never thought that I would ever see it,” he said. “As much as I wanted to, I understood that that time had passed. The Hith took it from me, much like they took so many things. They took my opportunity to live freely as a Jahor.”
Hevith regarded Valtek for a long moment. In the time he’d traveled with him, he had known Valtek as many things. The protector of the people within his village. A man who had shifting motivations. A Jahor. Never had he thought he would see Valtek as afraid. How could he be anything else, though? How could any of them be anything else? They were a persecuted people, and none had been allowed to live in peace. They were all afraid.
Occasionally, he wondered whether he should connect himself to elaron the same way as he had connected the soldiers. If he were to do so, he might be able to fight more effectively, but at the same time, doing so would change something for him. Given his current connection to the elaron, Hevith didn’t know if he would sacrifice something he should not. He might become a soldier, but would he become less than what he was supposed to be?
“When we reunite the Jahor, we will give our people the opportunity to rebuild. We can bring back those ancient cities.”
“You really think so?”
Hevith looked over. There were times when he knew exactly what needed to happen, and others when he felt confusion, as if he could never know. “I haven’t given much thought about what would come after. I’ve been focused on what we need to do, on the task ahead of us, and thinking about what it will take in order for us to be able to suppress the Hith.”
Eventually, Hevith was going to have to start thinking beyond that point. Eventually, they wanted peace. When they did, what then?
The people would be united. The Jahor would be able to rebuild. Perhaps he could come to understand what their people had lost, and they might be able to rebuild some of those ancient cities. The idea that buildings gleamed with the power of the elaron sounded beautiful. Others may decide to build temples to Callah once again. Perhaps Hevith would even find it within him to celebrate Callah.
He thought about whether there was anything more he could say to Valtek, when a shout rang out in the night. He sat up and reached for his staff.
There was no sense of the Hith out in the distance.
“What is it?” Valtek whispered.
“I don’t know.”
He jumped down from the wagon, looking out into the darkness. The shout had come from outside of the ring of wagons. Had it come from the inner ring, he would’ve been less concerned. Within the camp, there were all sorts of shouts. Some of them joyful, some of them irritated, and some of them cries of frustration. They were normal.
This was the shout of one of their scouts. This was beyond the wagons.
Hevith started forward before pausing. He didn’t want to get too far from the wagons, not wanting to step outside of the ring of safety they offered.
Valtek joined him, holding on to the inestar. Hevith glanced over at the short length of wood glowing from the power Valtek pulled through it.
“It’s a familiar sense,” Valtek said softly.
“I feel it as well,” Hevith said.
The shout came again, this time closer.
He turned for a moment.
Could it be Coldan and the others?
It seemed to come from the wrong direction. They would’ve come from the east and the north, and Hevith thought that if it were Coldan and the others they would’ve had more of an alert. This seemed to come from the south and the west.
He focused on what he detected again, but he wasn’t able to determine what it was.
Familiar, much like Valtek said.
He squeezed the staff again, and sent a wave of power out from him. There came a faint echoing of energy from the scout. A soldier, filled with the power of elaron, changed so they had that energy within them.
Hevith pushed beyond that. As he did, he could feel something more. Elaron. A considerable collection of elaron.
Jahor.
He smiled, tapping on Valtek’s arm. “Come,” he said. “It seems as if our summons has been answered.”
He started off, racing toward what he detected. Valtek followed, though he moved more tentatively than Hevith.
Hevith glanced over to him, smiling. “What are you concerned about, Valtek? This is what we wanted. We wanted to summon Jahor.”
“I worry every time we add to our numbers,” Valtek said.
“There’s no need to worry about adding to them. All we’re doing is—”
Hevith didn’t have the chance to finish. Something else surged. It was another sense of power, though this one was familiar in a different way.
Hith.
He glanced over to Valtek. He wasn’t aware of it yet, and Hevith didn’t know if Valtek would be capable of fighting. The inestar would offer him some protection, but that wasn’t the kind of protection they needed.
“Go back to the wagon. Summon soldiers.”
“What?” Valtek looked over at him, confusion plain on his face.
Hevith pushed on him. “Go. As quickly as you can.”
“What is it?”
“Hith.”
Valtek’s eyes widened slightly. “I can help.”
“I know you can, but I need as many soldiers as we can to protect the Jahor coming toward us.”
The shout that had rung out now made a different sort of sense. The scout had been alerting them of the Jahor, but must also have been warning them of the Hith.
Now that he was aware of it, he could feel the Jahor racing toward them. None of them had any control over their elaron. Without any control, they weren’t going to be able to do anything to protect themselves.
They needed soldiers. They needed the protection that the caravan could offer.
Hevith raced forward. With every step, he felt for the elaron within him to summon as much as he could, calling it to him. Energy built.
Shapes appeared in the darkness.
The Jahor. They were running.
He had hoped they would come by wagon, and that they would have supplies, and that they might be able to add to what the caravan already possessed, but they all came by foot. More mouths to feed. More people to shelter on the wagons. More supplies for them to obtain.
He would have to worry about that later. For now, Hevith needed to help them.
He held the staff upright, stopping in place. He pushed elaron through it. The staff began to glow, filling the growing darkness with the bright light of the elaron. There came a shout. People surged toward him, energy renewed.
As they neared, Hevith pointed the staff back toward the caravan, where he could feel the Jahor who traveled with him waiting. He sent a surge of energy out from the staff, and a line of white light streaked across the ground.
That was new, and not intentional.
He needed to be careful. The Hith might have a path to follow back to his people.
Hevith shouted. “Go to the wagons. You’ll find others who can help you. Watch out for the soldiers coming this way.”
People went running past him. Hevith counted, and when he reached fifty, he stopped. So many Jahor? They didn’t have nearly enough wagons for all of these people.
But he had something more to worry about: Darkness swirled toward him.
Hevith had seen darkness like that before. The Hith were near.
He tapped the staff on the ground.
The pale light streaked from the staff, spreading across the ground. It worked slowly, creating a half circle of lights that radiated forward, sweeping outward. When elaron met the Hith energy, the powers crashed into each other. Resistance pushed against Hevith, and he summoned more power and pushed through that resistance. As he overwhelmed it, the darkness shattered.
Hith were revealed.
Dozens of them.
His breath caught. Too many.
Shouting nearby came to him, and he looked over to see Molson. One of the Firsters from the prison, he had a deep connection to the elaron. At least Hevith knew he would be skilled.
Molson rode up to them, turning the horse so that he could face the Hith. “You should not be here,” he said.
“I don’t think any of us should be here, but I sensed the Jahor coming, and I wanted to try to help them.”
“I didn’t know there were this many,” Molson said. Acceptance of his fate resonated in his words. “I will do what I can to hold them off.”
“Others should be coming,” Hevith said. “We just need to buy time.”
“This might be more than what the others will be able to withstand,” Molson said.
“We don’t know that,” Hevith said.
“We don’t know that, but—”
He didn’t get the chance to finish. The Hith started forward.
Molson kicked his horse into action. His sword was already unsheathed, the curved blade glowing with the pale white light of elaron. He darted toward the nearest of the Hith, and they surrounded him. Dark energy streaked out from the Hith, swirling around Molson. As the soldier swept his blade around, pale white light radiated out from him, crashing through the darkness. He carved through two of the Hith before the third one pushed even closer.
Hevith had to do something.
He had the staff. He was on foot. He was heavily outnumbered.
Buy time.
He stepped forward. He summoned power through the staff.
He had done so before, but this time he felt as if he were protecting more than just the Jahor who traveled with him. He was protecting those who answered the summons, those who might answer the summons in the future. Hevith felt as if he needed to do so in order for the rest of the Jahor to believe that they could be saved, and that the Hith could be defeated.
There were dozens of them.
He couldn’t let that slow him.
Hevith slowed as the Hith neared him. He could feel the pressure of the Hith around him, the dark energy that snaked nearby, and he tried to ignore it by pulling on the connection of the elaron. The power flowed through him, though something squeezed against him. The Hith used their magic to try to keep him from withstanding their power.
Molson carved through the Hith, the horse kicking at them as if he were trained to fight his entire life. Molson’s sword slipped along the Hith, moving quickly, powered by the elaron, but he was one Jahor soldier against more power than they could handle.
The Hith converged.
Hevith swung the staff.
He hated using it as a weapon. The fyrwood wasn’t meant to be used in that way, and he didn’t know if the staff might be damaged. Were it to catch one of the Hith blades the wrong way, he worried it would carve through the staff. There wouldn’t be an easy replacement without heading back to the tu’alan, and he doubted they would welcome him again.
Each time he swung the staff, he let a surge of elaron blast from it. The Hith near him were tossed back.
Hevith cried out. Power start to slow.
Molson must have fallen. The horse went running off without a rider.
Hevith couldn’t think about that.
The only thing he could think about was holding out.
The Jahor who’d answered the summons needed him to hold out. They relied upon him being able to do so. He had to find a way to withstand this attack a little while longer.
Jahor soldiers could come. They would have to answer. Valtek would have gone to them and would have brought them here.
Where were they?
Hith pressed toward him.
The numbers surprised him. Had he miscalculated?
Unless they had somehow known about the inestar summons and answered it. If they had, it would explain why there were so many of the Hith now. It would explain why they had faced so many the last time.
There was a limit to his elaron, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t draw upon others. There were Jahor with the wagons. He used his connection to his elaron to connect to them.
Power surged from the others toward him. The connection solidified. The Hith were tossed back. Not far enough, though.
They created a ring around him. Molson lay in the middle of the ring, unmoving. Had he died?
Hevith directed some of the elaron toward Molson, wanting to revive him if it were possible. A trickle of a connection went through him that suggested to Hevith that he still lived. Molson moaned. Hevith pushed more power at him.
The Hith converged. Hevith looked up.
He wasn’t going to be able to stop this attack.
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VOLATAR
DARKNESS BEGAN TO FALL. We had lingered, searching the areas around the strange mounds in the clearing, without any answers. I didn’t want to camp in the middle of the clearing. For some reason, that didn’t feel right to me.
Coldan spoke to the others of the Order, and though I didn’t know what he said, I suspected it had something to do with their new connection to the blade of elaron. All of the Order now held them, though they didn’t do anything with them.
Over time, Coldan seemed to have grown increasingly comfortable with the connection he had. The blade fluctuated in size, though I didn’t know if he had any real control over it or whether that was a reflection of his connection to the elaron. In time, I had to believe he and the others would gain enough mastery so they could use the power of the elaron to control the appearance of the blades.
I sat in place, holding on to the energy of the blade, letting that fill me. I had to see if there was anything I might be able to uncover about this place. I was convinced the elaron was a part of it, somehow.
I closed my eyes.
Filled with the elaron as I was, I separated into the Place of Knowing. It happened quickly, far more easily than it had in quite some time. I floated and looked around.
Elaron exploded around me.
It came from the Jahor, and I could easily see them there, could make out their different forms, the power that filled them creating an energy that was unlike anything I had detected from them in the past. Coldan glowed most brightly, which I supposed no longer surprised me.
In all the time that I had known him, I would never have considered him one of the most powerful of the Jahor, but seeing him like this, I believed he had power different than I had ever imagined. It filled him and radiated off of him.
If only Coldan could see this. He might finally understand what he was capable of.
I often struggled with convincing him of his own power. Coldan believed, but he also believed he didn’t necessarily deserve the power he possessed.
There were other sources of elaron around me. The Jahor all glowed, but not as brightly as other sources that seemed to emanate from deep within the mound of earth.
Interesting. I had never seen anything quite like that when separating into the Place of Knowing.
There was no drumming. There was nothing other than the power of the elaron all around. As I drifted, I realized that wasn’t quite right.
I heard a humming. It sounded something like a song, though it was faint enough that I wasn’t even sure what I heard.
I continued floating, listening to that song. The humming never changed. The song never shifted. Nothing about it altered. I held on to the energy, and I waited, looking everywhere around me.
I found myself drawn toward the mounds.
In the Place of Knowing, one of them—a mound near the center of the clearing—seemed filled with even more of the elaron than the others. That was where I was drawn the most.
I floated and hovered above it.
In the Place of Knowing, everything was different than it was in the real world. A reflection of it, but sometimes it served as a vision, nothing more than that. In this place, I couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there might be something more I might be able to do.
I approached that increased mound of energy, floating toward it as I felt for the energy of the elaron. I probed, focusing on the elaron and what I could detect. For a moment, there was nothing. No hint of anything other than the power that I had seen before. I remained floating, holding on to that power.
I pressed against it. My elaron surged when I did. Something shifted.
The power of the elaron swirled, circling, as if it were attempting to engage with this mound here.
The elaron shifted, and a beam of light shot into the sky.
It tried to push through me, but I resisted. Something deep within myself needed to push back.
The elaron poured out.
I had never been around this much power before. I had experienced the elaron countless times, and I had been filled by it, often with incredible power, much like the power that I felt now in the forest.
Nothing had ever been like this.
I held on to the energy within me, and let even more of it flow outward. It struck another of the mounds. Much like the first, it swirled, and a beam of elaron began to spiral as it opened.
This was what it wanted from me.
I moved from mound to mound, touching upon them with the elaron, and each one that I touched, it opened the same way. I didn’t know if that was dangerous or not, much like I didn’t know if that was real or not.
I moved around the clearing, continuing to hold on to the power within me. Much like before, I no longer could tell how much was real and how much of it was imagined.
Floating above the trees, I realize there came a pattern to the elaron.
It created a network of lines that intersected on the ground before stretching into the sky, forming a series of patterns made of light, power that exploded as if they were all blades of elaron.
I searched for the creatures we’d seen before. There was no sign of them. They had led us here, but I still detected nothing.
I held on to the elaron, and decided to add a hint of the ne’rash.
In the Place of Knowing, it was difficult to know if adding the ne’rash would change anything. I had done so when facing the Trilan, though not at any other time.
As I pressed outward with it now, I felt something. It was the familiar irritation as the two powers tested each other. They rubbed against each other, almost an irritant.
Something shifted with that light. The beams began to angle. One of them streaked toward me. The power spiraled, circling around me.
It reminded me of what I had seen when the pattern had opened.
I continued to add more of the ne’rash.
The beam shifted toward me even more.
That was a problem. I had to withdraw the ne’rash. I pushed only the elaron out from me.
The beams shifted again. The band of elaron that had started to swirl around me eased, releasing its grip on me.
I trembled under that strangeness, focusing on the oddity of that power, worried about what had just happened.
Whatever it was had been tied to the ne’rash.
It had reacted, as if it were concerned about the ne’rash. I shifted the power, adding a hint of the ne’rash again. When I did, once again the beam shifted toward me, angling and starting to surround me.
Relaxing that hold on the ne’rash, the beam eased up, no longer squeezing me.
Floating with only the elaron, I felt a hint of concern. More than a hint.
When I had been in the Place of Knowing before, I had felt the energy of others. I had even battled others. I had never felt something so alien and powerful and primal as I did now. This power was unlike anything that I had ever detected.
Yet as I felt that power, I understood the source of it.
These mounds here.
Curiosity brought me back down toward the forest, back toward my body. When I rejoined, I felt the angry commotion all around me.
“Volatar!”
I turned, looking to see who called out to me, but a chaos around us made it difficult.
I focused on the elaron.
That seemed to be the key, though I had no idea what else was taking place. I could feel the energy, but not why there should be so much energy here.
Elaron exploded everywhere, filling this area with its power. I continued to pull upon my own connection to the elaron, straining for what it was I detected. It came from the mounds.
It reminded me of what I had seen in the vision. It was the same as in the Place of Knowing, and as I stared at it, focusing on that power, I could feel something about it shifting.
Why should that happen?
I formed a blade of elaron, creating that beam of light, and letting the power explode out from me. Striding forward, I headed toward the nearest of the mounds.
If that was where the power came from, I needed to understand why. I needed to be prepared for whatever was out here.
Coldan was nearby. I could feel him, though could not see him.
That seemed unusual, especially given his powerful connection to the elaron.
I maintained my hold over the elaron, letting that power fill me, and headed toward the nearest of the mounds. The elaron flooded away from it in a way that I hadn’t detected before. I’d unlocked something within the mound during my time in that Place of Knowing.
It had been real.
Which meant that the central mound, which was tied to the elaron even more powerfully, had also been opened.
“Coldan!”
A surge of elaron came close to me. It came from Coldan. He joined me.
“What happened?” I asked.
“I was about to ask you the same thing. You must have gone to the Place of Knowing.”
“I did. How did you know?”
“Because everything went to shit.”
I grunted. “I only tried to call on enough power to see where these creatures had gone.”
“What happened?”
“I felt the elaron of this place.”
“Then you did something.”
“I did. I don’t really know what it was.”
“Can you undo it?”
The power of the elaron bursting around me was impressive. I might be able to undo it, but a better question was whether or not I wanted to. It might not be necessary. I might need to keep that power drawn out from me, letting that energy flow outward until I had a better sense of what else took place here.
“I don’t know if I should.”
“Can’t you feel it?”
“I can feel something,” I said. “I don’t know what’s taking place, though.”
“The others have been under attack.”
I turned, and I tried to understand what had happened, and how the others had been attacked, though I wasn’t able to detect anything. There was the power that was out there, the same power I now possessed filling me, the power of the elaron, but I couldn’t understand how the others had been attacked by it.
“What happened?” I asked.
Coldan swept his blade of elaron around him. “As far as I can tell, there has been a change.”
The creatures. That was the only thing that I could think of. What would they hope to accomplish by releasing the elaron bound here?
We weaved around the smaller mounds of earth, heading toward the larger one. In the distance, the draw of the elaron called to me. I could feel it, some aspect to it that continued to build, as if it were trying to summon my awareness. I focused on it.
“Can you feel it?” I asked Coldan.
“There is considerable power here,” he said. “I am surprised I can feel it.”
I looked over to him, noting the way that he glowed, and remembering how he looked in the Place of Knowing. “I’m not.”
We reached the taller of the mounds. It wasn’t all that imposing compared to what it seemed in the Place of Knowing, but now that I was here, and now that I could feel that power flowing from it, I recognized the energy here.
Something about it was more prominent than with the others.
“This is where it started,” I said.
“What did you do?”
“I think I opened the elaron.” I focused on that power I detected. “I’m not exactly sure, though.”
“Can you close it?”
“I’m not even sure I need to do that.”
“Can’t you tell what’s happening here?”
I closed my eyes, and could feel something, but couldn’t tell what it was. “I don’t know.”
“It’s dangerous and uncontrolled,” Coldan said.
“I’m not so sure,” I said.
I climbed atop the mound of earth.
Standing on the top of it, I could feel the energy of this place.
I couldn’t see anything besides the others near the edge of the forest. Even with them, I wasn’t completely aware of them. I could feel their energy, and could feel that they were out there, though I couldn’t see where they had gone.
Words came to him, a formality that he had once used, though it had been years. “I am Hevith Alaster. Once known as the Volatar. I demand that you present yourself to me.”
A surge of energy came, flooding toward me from all around. It was elaron, but it was touched by something else. That was the difference.
I thought that this was pure elaron, but it wasn’t. It was another great power.
I wasn’t even sure which one. Not the ne’rash. When I attempted to use the ne’rash, it had drawn a different sort of attention. It had caused these others to converge on me.
Which meant that it would be something different.
“Reveal yourself.”
As I continued to call upon the elaron, I felt a shifting all around us.
It came slowly. For a moment, I wasn’t sure if what I detected was there or not, but the longer I continued to pull on the elaron around me, locking myself to this place, the more I grew increasingly certain of that awareness.
Something began to move nearby. It came from the mound. It seemed tied to the power I pulled on.
“Hevith?” Coldan said.
“Be ready,” I said.
“Be ready for what?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea.”
I summoned the elaron, letting power bubble up. It built up within me.
Elaron flooded into me.
It was unlike the power that I felt normally. It filled me, overflowing within me, becoming something more than what I could tolerate. I tried to slow the call of power, but I could not. There was simply too much.
Looking around, I could see the beams of elaron from each of the mounds, even though I had no idea what purpose there was in that power exploding outward.
“You need to take a stand on top of one of the other mounds,” I said to Coldan.
“I need to do what?”
“Move over there. We need to get the other Jahor on the others.”
“Why?”
“We need to harness this connection to the elaron.”
“Hevith…”
“You have to trust me on this one, Coldan.”
“I trust you. I just don’t know what you are going to do to us.”
The glowing power coming from the mounds called to me. I didn’t know why, but I could feel the need to use the other Jahor on the mounds.
Coldan signaled to them somehow. I wasn’t sure what he did to convince them to move. The Jahor began to take places around us on the mounds. Power built. It started slowly, but when it continued, I could feel the overwhelming nature of how that elaron pressed out from the mounds, surging from some deep and hidden reservoir.
“Hold on,” I said.
The elaron built around me.
There was incredible power coming from it.
Strangely, I could feel when the Jahor took their places. Something shifted with the energy around us, as if it were sliding into a different orientation.
I had to hold on to the power that I detected, but I needed to know.
Hurriedly, I separated into the Place of Knowing.
Filled by the elaron as I was, it was much easier than it had ever been before. I could feel that power flooding into me, a burst of energy unlike anything I had experienced in quite some time. The separation happened so quickly that at first I thought I saw the elaron from the Jahor around me in my usual state. It wasn’t until I looked over to Coldan and saw how much power he possessed that I realized I had in fact separated.
I floated quickly, using the elaron to propel me upward. The beams of light remained there, pressing out with enough power that I could see them. As I had suspected, something had changed, though. It was as if there were a shifting of the patterns. Not only coming from the mounds, but the connection between them, as well. The bands stretched power into the sky, and that power illuminated the growing darkness. The energies connected.
It was something similar to how I had once used the elaron by connecting to the other Jahor, only this time the flow of the power left me feeling as if there was something more to it that I needed to understand.
Not adding ne’rash.
I knew that now.
Were I to add the ne’rash, I would encounter the strange twisting of the power.
Still, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was a connection to another great power. That had to be what I detected, only why would it be so prominent here?
Circling around overhead, I looked for anything that would explain it, but found nothing. I had to return. Surging back toward my body, I felt the power as it shifted when I descended. There was a connection formed when I reached my body again.
A burst of elaron came.
Then nothing.
I stood in the center of the clearing. I was atop the mound that radiated the most elaron. And I was the Volatar.
Power flowed. I called to it, letting it cycle.
An idea came to me.
What would happen were I to use it in the same way as I had seen in the Place of Knowing?
They were similar, but not the same.
The energy I saw was real, but perhaps not the same.
I started moving the elaron. Doing so changed something. The power in the air started to shift, practically humming with the energy.
“Volatar?”
Someone called out nearby. I couldn’t tell who. Perhaps Erich. Maybe Shae, though the voice was pained and deep.
The movement of the elaron shouldn’t hurt them. It should only connect them. Something happened, though. I could feel it as more than just the power around me.
Moving that energy even more, I had to keep that connection. I swirled power around, letting it flow all around us, filling the clearing as it connected to the strange mounds around me.
That was what needed to happen, even if I wasn’t sure what it did.
Someone else cried out. I had to ignore it. Power moved.
When it did, something about the forest started to change.
There came an energy to the air. A sense of power that became obvious, leaving my skin tight and tingling. Power practically crackled in the air.
Then the drumming started.
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HEVITH
THE HITH CONTINUED their pressure upon him. The elaron created something of a barrier of light that streamed across the ground, giving him enough of a connection to it that he thought he could prevent the Hith from approaching, but it wouldn’t hold indefinitely. Already he had started to draw off of the Jahor with the caravan. Hevith would weaken them. But if he didn’t do this, they would be captured by the Hith. Tormented. Possibly killed.
He continued to pull on the elaron from them.
Molson slowly got up.
The power Hevith had lent him seemed to fill him, making him larger, if such a thing were possible for a man already connected to the elaron. Hevith had seen something similar before, though he was surprised that Molson would change so quickly.
As he got to his feet, he stretched.
“What happened?” he asked. His voice was deeper. Different. Power flowed from him, making him seem to glow with the energy of the elaron.
“We’ve been attacked.”
Molson looked around, seeming to take in the sight of the Hith surrounding them. “We were attacked before. What happened to me?”
“I used the elaron to help you.”
“It feels… strange.”
“Different than before?”
Molson swung his sword. The blade moved through the air even faster than it had before. “Different.”
Hevith would have to try to figure out what it meant that he could continue to change those who were connected to the elaron. He’d thought that by drawing them to their connection, he had changed enough about them to make them as powerful as they could be, but perhaps there was another level to what he’d done. Perhaps they might be able to reach even more power, were he to be able to find that for them.
“We have to buy time.”
“For what?” Molson asked.
“For the others of the Order to join us.”
“Will they?”
Hevith hoped they would. He had no idea, though. At this point, he no longer knew whether there would be anything other than he and Molson facing the Hith.
The Hith pushed on the barrier, using some of their dark power to batter at it. Others of the Hith surrounded Hevith, slicing at the barrier with their swords.
And others slipped away.
Gods.
If they disappeared toward the caravan…
Hevith would have to figure out a way to hold them. Could he change the elaron so that it didn’t only create a barrier for him, but one that prevented the Hith from getting by them?
Turning the trail of power away from him, Hevith sent it into the darkness, toward the west, and toward the Hith. He called upon the elaron from the Jahor behind him.
“We’re going to have to attack again,” Hevith said.
Molson squeezed his sword, swinging it again. “I’m ready.”
Could he really have recovered so much that quickly? The power of the elaron must truly have flowed through him in order to let him do so.
Hevith would have to do what he could in order to add to him. He readied for their attack. It would be the last attack. He would have to summon everything he could from the Jahor, calling upon all of the elaron. The staff would be lost.
And if this many Hith posed a challenge for him, how did he think that they could go to Vor and handle even more of the Hith? The Jahor would be overwhelmed.
Hevith started forward.
Molson marched with him. He moved quickly. Powerfully. And without flinching.
As they approached the Hith, the attack upon them began to intensify.
Hevith ignored it.
He continued to hold the Jahor power. The elaron flowed from him, from the Jahor at the caravan, and it filled him.
The night exploded with the light of that energy. The Hith slammed toward them.
“Thank you, Molson.”
He charged. The Hith reacted.
Hevith cried out. Power flowed from him. It exploded from him. And stuck the Hith.
They fought with a frenzy, as if they were aware of the last stand he and Molson made. Hevith continued his fight. There would be no others.
The Hith shouted, though wrapped in the power of elaron as he was, Hevith noticed their shout as a muted sound. He ignored it.
He swung the staff. Power exploded.
It was different than anything he’d done before. As he swung the staff, that power crashed into the Hith, exploding within them, and levelled them.
Hevith looked to Molson.
Five Hith surrounded him.
Suddenly, movement behind him caught his attention.
Hevith spun.
Darkened shapes came toward them.
More Hith?
Hevith spun, swinging the staff, thinking he needed to buy time for the others in the caravan to be prepared. If they could reduce the number of attacking Hith…
Light exploded behind him.
Jahor.
A dozen soldiers.
They cried out, surging forward.
When they slammed into the Hith, Hevith could barely react. He had drawn more power than he had intended, and now felt weakness begin to overwhelm him. It was a weakness he’d come to know all too well in his time working with the elaron. It came when he extended himself too much, and these days seemed to come when he borrowed from the other Jahor.
Coldan was there. Karn as well.
They carved through Hith. The darkness parted. Light filled the plain.
The fight didn’t last long. The Jahor made quick work of the remaining Hith—far fewer than Hevith would have expected.
“You should have retreated,” Coldan said as he approached.
“Retreat would have put the caravan in danger.”
Hevith leaned on the staff, feeling the dizziness of his fatigue threatening to knock him over. It wouldn’t take much for him to collapse. All he wanted was to rest, and he thought it was only through the power of the elaron that he remained on his feet as it was.
“Retreat would have allowed you to have help.”
“If the Hith would have slipped past…”
Hevith wasn’t able to finish.
Coldan was there, slipping an arm under him and propping him up.
“It’s good to see you,” Hevith said.
“You should have retreated.”
“Would you?”
Coldan leveled a hard-eyed stare at him. “No.”
Hevith took a deep breath and began to look all around him. “There might be others.”
“We’ll sweep to make sure we take care of them.”
“Check on Molson. He was injured.”
“He’s not.”
Hevith could only nod. Whatever he’d done for Molson as he was connected to the other Jahor had healed him, and had changed him. Hevith didn’t know what that would mean for him, but he was glad he lived.
“Help me back to the wagons.”
Coldan grunted and walked with Hevith. The distant light of the wagons seemed so far away for him. Farther than he would have thought. Could they really have run so far into the night? Maybe it was just his tiredness that made it seem that far.
“When did the attack begin?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t know. I lost track of time. It feels as if we have been out here fighting for hours.” More likely, it had only been a matter of minutes.
They approached the caravan slowly. The wagons were arranged in the circle, and a bright firelight burned in the center, illuminating the night.
Hevith could only stare.
A chill worked through him, washing over him, and he wanted nothing more than the warmth of that fire.
“I’m tired, Coldan,” he said.
“Just a little bit further,” Coldan said.
“Did you find the wagons?” Now that they had more people who had answered the summons, they were going to need more help than they already had. They wouldn’t be able to take on all of these Jahor without more wagons.
“We brought back some supplies,” Coldan said.
“Some?”
“How many did you think that we should have brought?”
“There are fifty more Jahor,” Hevith said. “Possibly even more than that.” In the darkness, and with the threat of the Hith, he had lost track of just how many there were coming in their direction.
Coldan let out a frustrated groan. “I don’t know that we will be able to move quickly enough with that many more Jahor.”
Hevith looked over to him. A troubled expression crossed his brow, leaving it darkened. “More might answer the summons,” Hevith said.
“What if we shouldn’t be sending out the summons?”
They reached the outermost wagon.
“We need to help as many of the Jahor as possible,” Hevith said. “That is our purpose.”
“Are you sure?”
It was almost as if Coldan could read the troubled thoughts within Hevith’s mind. After the attack, he no longer knew if this was the right strategy.
They had barely survived several dozen Hith. When they went to Vor, and they faced more of the Hith, what would happen then? Would they be able to withstand that sort of attack?
Hevith didn’t think that they would. Not as they were currently structured.
They would need more soldiers. They would need more training and coordination. They would need…
More.
He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, as they guided him in between the wagons, bringing him closer to the campfire. The warmth of the flames pushed back some of the chill, and Hevith leaned on his staff as he walked. He noted it wasn’t damaged, though the end of it had curved slightly, almost as if the wood had softened as he had struck it on the Hith.
“I don’t know anymore,” Hevith said.
He sat by the fire, staring at the dancing flames. It took him a few moments before he realized there was something different. Always before in the campfire there was a sense of energy and activity, and this time there was something else. Silence.
Hevith sat up, propping himself up with the staff to keep him supported, and he looked around. What had changed?
As he looked around, he realized what it was. There were faces he didn’t recognize. That was the reason for the silence.
“Is anything wrong?” he asked Alicia.
“They’ve been waiting for you to return,” she said.
“I’m here now,” he said.
“You are,” she said. “And these newcomers have been waiting. They want to know who was calling to them.”
Hevith found Valtek standing near the campfire, holding on to the inestar. A hint of elaron flowed out from him and into the inestar, leading to the same sort of summons that had been flowing before, though it was diminished.
Hevith started to stand, and Coldan was there, trying to keep him settled. “I need to speak,” he said.
“Are you sure?”
Hevith looked around the inside of the campsite, and nodded. “I need to speak. They need to know they’ll be safe. Perhaps not individually, but as a people.”
“They’re not concerned about the people, Hevith,” Alicia said. “They’re concerned about themselves.”
She was probably right, but that didn’t change anything for him. It didn’t change the fact that he knew the Jahor as a people had to be more important than the Jahor individuals. He intended to save as many of the Jahor individuals as he could, but he also needed to build the people. The only way to do that would be through pushing forward, risking themselves, perhaps sacrificing themselves. They had no other choice.
He took a deep breath, holding on to the elaron within him, and found he drew upon others nearby, using their power as he called to the elaron. He stretched it across the ground from him, touching upon each of the Jahor.
That was strange and new.
Hevith had never done anything like that before. When he did it, he could feel the connections forming between them. It was almost as if the elaron wanted him to know they were all connected.
Perhaps that wasn’t the case at all. Perhaps the elaron wanted them to know they were connected to him.
Hevith had long known there were aspects to the elaron, and his connection to it, different than others. He had long known that those aspects of the elaron allowed him to do things others weren’t able to do. It was how he’d helped so many.
“I am Hevith Alaster. You have answered my summons.”
There is a faint murmuring all around. Hevith glanced over to Coldan, and found him watching him, though he didn’t say anything.
“You might have questions about what happened. You probably have questions as to what sort of summons you detected, and probably questions about who I am and who we are.” Hevith smiled. As he spoke, strength returned. It was almost as if the elaron granted him additional power so he could speak to these others. “We are like you. Jahor. We are all one people. Lost and wandering. Our people have been splintered for so long, but it’s time for that to change.” He took another deep breath, drawing himself up. He held on to the staff, no longer needing it for support the way that he had immediately after the attack. “Many of you have left homes behind. Many of you have known suffering and pain. Many of you have known the same sort of wandering as we have.”
As he swept his gaze along them, Hevith knew that he was right. He could see it in their eyes—he could see the struggle. It was the same struggle he’d seen in so many of the Jahor who came with him. It was the same struggle he’d seen from those who had reached Yarshin only to find that it wasn’t the haven they hoped it would be.
There was no haven.
His father and others had believed safety would be found in the north. The only safety in the north was that of the tu’alan, and they had no interest in offering safety to the Jahor. It meant they had to find their own safety.
The Jahor would be safe.
Hevith took another deep breath, letting it out slowly as he pulled upon the elaron again. This time when he let it out from him, it connected to them, touching upon each of the Jahor before solidifying in a strange burst of energy.
“We travel together, intending to unite the Jahor once again. We intend to bring our people back together.”
Hevith looked along the line of people arranged in front of him. The faces of those who’d come with him out of the prison looked back at him, as did those who came out of Yarshin, along with those of Valtek’s village. All of them looked on him with an intensity in their eyes. It was the newcomers who watched with a hint of suspicion.
Hevith found himself smiling at that.
It was good that they had some suspicion, good that they weren’t entirely sure what to make of him and the others. It was good they questioned.
“Many of you wonder what you detected. Why you. Many of you likely wonder whether the summons you felt was meant for you.”
They were Jahor, but not all of them would have known that they were.
It was no different than Hevith’s situation when he had been in the prison. He had not known he was Jahor. He had not known he was part of a people who had suffered for much of their existence.
They had to come to understand.
“You are the Jahor. We are the Jahor. There are many of us, and those of you who answered the summons felt the connection between us. You recognized something deep within you, some aspect of power that called to you, some aspect that told you that you were not alone.” Hevith smiled at them. “Many of you have experienced the war. I have. I lost my family to the war. Others have lost as much or more.” He looked around the faces gathered near him before settling his gaze on Coldan. “Some of you have fought. Others have been hurt. We have lost. All because of the Hith.” Hevith took a deep breath. “It’s time that we push back. That is why you have been summoned. The Jahor are stronger than this. The Jahor are meant for more than this. I intend to continue to push, to fight, to bring the war to the Hith, and to free the Jahor. If you want to be a part of that, you will travel with us. If you choose otherwise, you may continue onward. I ask only that you consider.”
Hevith swung his gaze around, and he tapped the staff one more time. There came a hint of power from the end of the staff that flowed outward with the power of the elaron, sweeping from person to person.
Hevith took a seat. He was still tired; the energy used to fortify himself and to communicate with everyone else had been almost too much for him.
He sat near the fire, enjoying the crackling warmth, squeezing the staff. Every so often, a wave of weakness washed over him, but Hevith struggled to ignore it. There was no point in letting that weakness overwhelm him. He could be stronger than it.
Coldan looked down at him. “That was something,” he said.
Hevith glanced up to him. “That’s all you have to say?”
“What more do I need to say? I didn’t expect a speech quite like that.”
“They need to understand what they did by coming here.”
“I don’t disagree. I am a little surprised that you were so… powerful about it.”
Hevith looked over to him. “Powerful?” Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I’m not sure that’s how I would describe it.”
Coldan smiled at him, sweeping his gaze around. “Look at them. They would say otherwise.”
Hevith turned his attention to those that were now with him. They filled the inside of the campsite, and many were people he did not know, faces he didn’t recognize, and names he had yet to learn.
All watched him.
“Was I wrong?” Hevith asked Coldan.
Coldan looked around the inside of the wagon campsite, before shaking his head. “I don’t think so. This is war, Hevith. And it’s time we stop acting like it isn’t. It’s time I stop acting like it isn’t.”
He took a deep breath, and a hint of elaron flowed through him. It happened in a flash, and fast enough that Hevith couldn’t help but wonder if Coldan was even aware of what he did. Perhaps he was not. It didn’t matter. When he let out his breath, something had changed for Coldan. It was in his posture, and it was in the way that he looked around at the others. It was in the determined set to his jaw. And it was in the gleam in his eye that said he had come to some decision.
Hevith didn’t know what that decision was going to be, but knowing Coldan, it would be for the good of the Jahor.
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HEVITH
THE WAGONS MOVED along the road more slowly. Hevith hesitated driving them too quickly. There were limits to how much weight the wagons could withstand, and they were already overloaded. Not that he would change anything. They carried precious cargo. The Jahor.
With each passing day, more of the Jahor joined them.
Hevith and Valtek continued to use the inestar to summon the Jahor. He wasn’t sure if there was anything in the summons he could direct, but he thought they needed to keep guiding the Jahor toward them. If they let up on the summons, he worried they would lose the Jahor.
All of the Jahor that had joined had been on foot.
Hevith worried what would happen if they ran out of room on the wagons. Eventually, they would. There wouldn’t be the capacity needed to carry them all. Those who could walk would, but there were some like those who had come from the prison with Hevith who remained too weak to walk for long distances. Hevith wasn’t about to force them to do so. It meant they would make slow time.
Which didn’t matter. Hevith knew it couldn’t. They traveled south. Toward Vor. Toward the summons he had felt. Toward war.
There was no reason to rush it.
Valtek climbed up onto the seat of the wagon with him, looking into the distance. “I’ve been thinking about our people,” he said.
Hevith glanced over to him, smiling. It was good Valtek thought that way. “What have you been thinking?”
“Only that we continue to accumulate Jahor.” He looked down at the inestar clutched in his hands. Most days, he was the one holding on to the summons. Hevith could feel the summons, so he knew that Valtek called through it the way that he would have done, and didn’t worry that he would misuse it the way he once would have feared. “How many more people do you think are out there?”
Hevith shook his head. They were nearly a thousand now. All Jahor.
There were times in the evenings when Hevith could feel the energy of the elaron from them. It was almost as if it bubbled up from within them, though none of them seemed to have the necessary control that Hevith wished they did. Valtek tried to work with some of them, wanting to get them the necessary skill to draw upon the elaron, but even as he did, there weren’t many of the Jahor who had joined who had that much strength.
Hevith tried not to think about why that would be but knew regardless. Any who had real strength would have been targeted by the Hith before. They would have been killed. Only those without as much talent were left.
They still had a connection to the elaron, but it wasn’t what Hevith wished they had. He needed people like Valtek. Like Hevith himself. Those who could summon the elaron and could use it against the Hith.
“When I had that vision, I saw many places that glowed with the power of elaron,” Hevith said.
Valtek shifted so that he could look at Hevith and he nodded. “Many places. That’s what I thought.”
“What you thought about what?”
“About the Jahor. We’ve known that the people have been scattered. Many of them were drawn to Yarshin, the Movras attempting to reunite the people, but not all of the Jahor would have made it quite that far. Some of them would have hidden.”
Hevith turned so he could look at the people riding in the wagons behind him. He pushed out with a hint of elaron, letting that power sweep along the caravan. He could feel the power coming back at him, an echo of the elaron that radiated from the Jahor.
“I don’t know how many of them hid and how many of them simply didn’t know they were Jahor,” Hevith said.
“If there aren’t those of greater strength, we won’t be able to fight the Hith as effectively as you hoped,” Valtek said.
“It’s not a matter of fighting the Hith with strength,” Hevith said.
Valtek looked over, frowning.
“It’s a matter of fighting them with numbers.”
“The Hith have slaughtered the Jahor over the years, Hevith. There aren’t the numbers that we need in order to overwhelm the Hith. Even if it’s regular soldiers working with the Hith, we don’t have enough soldiers to withstand them.”
Hevith looked down at Coldan riding alongside him. He ventured away every so often before returning. Others with him rode further away before looping back toward them. They were sweeping and looking for the Jahor, and they were testing to make sure they didn’t have to worry about any more of the Hith.
Since the night of the last attack, they had encountered Hith, but not in the same numbers. There were always Hith who followed the Jahor who joined them.
It left Hevith thinking the Hith had some way of answering the inestar’s summons, though he didn’t know if that were the case or whether it was simply that the Hith had a method of tracking the Jahor.
“We may have thousands of Jahor by the time we reach Vor,” Valtek said. “Thousands of people unable to fight.”
Hevith nodded. “Thousands of people unable to fight, but connected to the elaron. Think about it, Valtek. Thousands of people who have that power coursing within them, even if they don’t fully understand how to use it.” He looked over to Valtek. “I intend to have them learn enough about reaching the elaron. If nothing else, then they can use it to help protect those who can’t use it quite as effectively. And that says nothing about those who would choose to connect to the elaron.”
“Soldiers,” Valtek said.
“The Order,” Hevith said.
“It troubles me that we would dedicate ourselves to fighting.” Valtek’s brow furrowed, and he took in a deep breath. “The elaron is not meant for fighting.”
Hevith smiled at him. “The elaron is meant to be used, Valtek. Each of us accesses the elaron in our own way. Yours was to unite your people. Mine is to…” Hevith shook his head before shrugging. “I’m not entirely sure what mine is to do.” There were times when Hevith thought that his was to unite the people, but other times when he thought that his connection to the elaron meant that he was destined to fight. Then there were other times when he thought his use of the elaron was to heal. All of those were aspects he’d learned of the elaron, and all of them were aspects he thought he could use. He didn’t have the necessary control quite yet, but he hoped in time he would learn. If he were able to reach Vor and the other he detected there, Hevith believed he could find someone who could teach and guide him, to help him better understand the connection he had with the elaron, and how it could be used.
The power that he had detected in Vor had been enough to tell him that someone there had considerable abilities. That someone had a connection to the elaron in a way that he did not. That someone would help him better understand how he could use his own connection.
“Regardless, there are those of the Jahor who are meant to connect to the elaron in the way that they do. They are destined to join the Order.”
“Do you really believe that?”
Hevith looked down to Coldan. He was a soldier. A fighter. A killer when he needed to be. More than that, Coldan was a protector.
He smiled. “What do you see when you look at those of the Order?”
“I see fighters. I see those who would continue the war.”
“That’s all that you see?”
Valtek looked down at Coldan and the three others of the Order who rode alongside him. Two more trailed along the wagons on foot.
“That’s all they are, Hevith.”
Hevith studied Coldan. The former Firster looked up at him, almost as if he were aware of Hevith’s attention, and he held his gaze for a long moment before turning away and nodding to the other two of the Order. “I see men willing to accept their connection to the elaron to offer protection to the rest of their people. I see men who have embraced the elaron in a way that others have not. I see men who are willing to do what must be done in order to ensure the safety of our people.”
“What if they enjoy the fighting?” Valtek stared in the distance. “I’ve seen too many men in this war who have found they like the killing. It calls to some deep part of them, and they embrace it.”
Hevith sighed. His time in the prison had revealed those who enjoyed cruelty. Even those of the Order, men who’d once been Firsters, weren’t above reproach. They had been twisted and turned, tainted by the danger of the prison, the isolation and the fear, and bound to their belief that they needed to act in a certain way in order to protect the inestar.
“It’s is our job to lead, Valtek. It’s our job to ensure those who work with us, who serve with us, understand that fighting serves a singular purpose. Fighting isn’t the purpose. We fight to end the war. We fight to ensure that those of us who cannot fight are protected. We fight so that those of us who need men like Coldan, like Molson, like so many of the others, are protected by them. That is what I intend.”
Valtek fell silent, looking out into the distance. “What if they decide they’re the ones to lead?”
Hevith looked over. Was that what he was concerned about?
“They are powerful,” Hevith said.
“That’s my fear,” Valtek said.
“But they also are bound to the elaron.”
“Which makes them powerful,” Valtek said.
“Which binds them to the Jahor. It connects them to those of us who have an ability to control the elaron. It makes it so that those of them who are linked to the elaron in the way that they are need those like us.”
Valtek turned and looked over to him. “They don’t need us.”
“Why do you fear the elaron?”
He hadn’t thought that was the case. When he had first met Valtek, he’d believed he embraced it. He had seen him losing that power, and had seen the way he had taught others with the ability to draw upon the elaron, but he began to question if perhaps Valtek had a different motivation.
“I don’t fear it. I understand that it’s powerful.”
“Is that what Mel taught you?”
“Mel taught me to recognize the danger in drawing too much of the elaron.”
“I think she feared it,” Hevith said. “And she taught others to fear it. She feared the effect of the war. In her final days, and in the months preceding them, I think she began to recognize the folly of that fear. She began to embrace the elaron, and she began to realize that the Jahor were stronger together than apart.”
Valtek looked over at him for a few moments. “We lost so much.”
“We have,” Hevith agreed.
“What if we lose those you gather together?”
“Then we will have tried.”
It was the only answer he had.
Valtek pushed out a hint of power through the inestar, letting it surge away from him, flowing out into the distance. A summons.
He had wondered whether Valtek’s conversation meant he was going to decide he wanted nothing more to do with the summons. Hevith would be able to use the summons himself, and he would be able to continue to call to the Jahor, but it would be easier having Valtek help.
“If you could enter the Place of Knowing again, you might be able to determine how many Jahor remain.”
Hevith looked over. “I don’t know if I can do it on my own. When it happened before, I had this other pulling on me.”
“Do you remember what it felt like?”
Hevith nodded. “Power.”
“What kind of power?”
“It pulled upon me. As it did, it seemed as if I were separated from my body. It was a strange feeling. I floated, drifting, and was carried away from our caravan.” Even if he were to figure out how to enter this Place of Knowing, Hevith worried he would lose himself in the process. If he truly separated from his body, and if the Place of Knowing tore him away in that manner, there was a danger he might be lost.
“Do you think you could recreate it?”
“Maybe, but even if I do, I don’t know if it will work. Having someone else there who pulled upon me guided me.”
“Guided you away or guided you back?”
“Both, I think.”
Valtek looked down at the inestar, sending more of his connection to the elaron through it. The inestar glowed softly with a pale white light as he did. “I might be able to help guide you back. You could lock on to the signal from the inestar.”
Hevith focused on the sense he had coming from the inestar. There was power radiating from it. The summons it sent to the other Jahor. Hevith could feel that power. Were he to be able to enter this Place of Knowing, he wondered if perhaps he might be able to follow the sense of the inestar back. He might be able to use that to find his way and return.
“I ask because you intend to continue to call to the Jahor, but it would be helpful to know how many more we could expect. If you could gain some control over this, you might be able to know how many Jahor were out there, and where they approached from.”
It was a reasonable consideration, and it was one that Hevith knew they needed to try.
They were his people. They needed his help. They were answering his summons.
“All right.” He reached for the staff strapped to the side of the wagon, and sat upright.
“You’re doing it now?”
“You thought I should do it another time?”
“I just… I didn’t realize you would try it now.”
Hevith shrugged. “Why not now? I will need you to continue to hold on to the summons through the inestar.”
Valtek nodded, holding it on his lap.
Hevith closed his eyes, focusing on the elaron. He tried to remember what he’d felt that night. There had been the tugging upon him. Through that tugging he’d felt the separation, and he could imagine how that would work now. He tried to think about how that power had pulled upon him, and whether there was anything could do to replicate it.
Having felt it once before, Hevith thought he might be able to reproduce it, though he didn’t know how much power it would take to separate as he had that time. It had pulled him into the Place of Knowing, though that had been controlled by someone else.
He drew upon the elaron.
He started by focusing on the power within him, then he began to draw upon the power all around him. The Jahor traveling with him. He could use it, diffusing the energy he took, pulling from everyone and everywhere, using that power to separate. By diffusing the elaron he took from everyone else, the effect should be less upon them.
Hevith thought about the tugging. That seemed to be the key. Could he recreate it?
Then he pushed.
A tearing sensation pressed upon him, a feeling he was somehow ripped free.
Hevith refused to cry out, but pain tore through him.
Then he was separated.
It was a strange feeling. He could look down, and he saw Valtek and his body sitting on the wagon. He turned in place, hovering above the caravan, looking along the length of it. The wagon caravan was enormous now, much larger than any his father had ever led. With the thousand people with them, there were so many under his guidance. He was a true wagon master.
He would have to be something more, though.
“Valtek,” he said.
His voice came out as a whisper, muted, little more than a breath of wind.
Valtek did not look in his direction.
Hevith floated.
“Valtek!”
He still didn’t turn toward him.
That answered the question of whether or not he would be able to communicate with Valtek in this place. Could he control his movement? He tried moving, turning, and found that he was able to float in the direction that he wanted.
Hevith could feel the pulling upon him from the inestar.
That inestar guided him, holding him to Valtek. He maintained that connection, using that to keep him in place. Hevith could follow it.
At least that answered the question of whether or not he could use the summons to guide him. Now the question was whether or not he could control where he traveled.
What had happened when he had been separated under the guidance of this other?
Hevith had been drawn away.
Rather than getting drawn away, he needed to find whether or not he could push himself away. He focused on the power within him, on the way that he floated, and he tried to use the elaron in order to propel him forward.
At first, there was no sense of anything.
Then he began to move.
It came slowly, but the more he pushed on the elaron, the faster he surged away.
Hevith withdrew, hesitating to determine whether he could still feel the summons from the inestar. It was there. Having propelled himself in one direction, he attempted to push himself back.
He found the caravan once more.
He could control himself in this Place of Knowing.
He pushed higher.
Floating as he did, he looked down and saw the caravan sweeping beneath him, the energy of the wagons and the power of the elaron flowing from him to his abandoned body. With that realization, Hevith understood that he didn’t need the inestar. He could use the elaron within himself to guide him back to his body.
Now to find out if he could control it.
He continued pushing higher.
From a distance, everything looked to be rolling hills. The road stretched onward, heading toward Vor and beyond to some of the southern cities. They were places Hevith had never visited, but had always been curious about. Perhaps now he would have a chance to do so.
When they defeated the Hith.
Not if.
Hevith floated, propelling himself along the road, looking toward Vor. He needed to know if there was anything here, whether there was the elaron he detected, but he didn’t see anything else out there.
From the first time he separated into the Place of Knowing, he knew to be careful approaching Vor, even in this manner. They had some way of controlling those who came toward them. The Hith had gathered the other who had summoned him and pulled them back.
There was a part of him that worried it was a trap.
He wasn’t looking toward Vor. That wasn’t why he had headed in this direction.
The Jahor. That was why he’d separated the way that he had.
He moved away from the road.
Then higher.
By heading higher into the sky, he used the connection to the elaron to guide him. The elaron carried him higher and higher, and Hevith focused on what he could detect beneath him. He wanted to find Jahor, and by floating like this, Hevith thought he might be able to locate them beneath him.
Once he got high enough into the sky that he no longer could even see the caravan moving beneath him, he turned and paused. From here, he drifted to the west. This was where he had detected the Jahor before. There was nothing.
He moved further to the west.
The higher that he floated, the further that he went, the more he began to question whether or not he could return to his body. He paused, focusing on the summons from the inestar, recognizing it was still down there, far beneath him, still calling to him.
More than that, Hevith was aware of his body.
Could the Hith have gotten to the Jahor he’d seen?
It was possible his summons had alerted the Hith to the presence of the Jahor. Hevith needed to know.
He drifted, letting the power continue to carry him, floating away. He knew he could find his body, and he knew that he could find the inestar. When he needed to know was whether he could find other Jahor.
Surprisingly, the only part of this Place of Knowing that proved challenging and took considerable strength with the elaron had been the separation. Once separated, Hevith found that it did not require nearly as much strength on his part. He could hold on to it, and didn’t struggle. The elaron guided him.
He lost track of how long he was in this form, drifting, searching for other Jahor. After a while, he started to return, heading toward his body again when a surge of power fluttered toward him.
It was a familiar sense.
He turned toward that awareness.
Jahor?
Hevith pushed faster and faster, soon moving just as quickly as he had been when the other had pulled on him. He maintained his control over this movement, though. He thought he could guide it. There was nothing pulling on him, not as there had been.
This was him controlling it.
He started to slow. Then he saw it. Jahor.
It was unmistakable. Energy of the Jahor was down there, blazing brightly.
Hevith floated, hovering in place for a long moment as he tried to determine where it was and how far away from the caravan this might be. Detecting that proved the most difficult for him. It seemed a long distance.
There were many Jahor. There had to be given just how powerfully he detected this.
He floated onward. Moving further to the west, Hevith drifted, moving in a spiraling sort of pattern, letting it carry him ever further, maintaining his hold on the inestar and his sense of self.
After a while, he encountered another place where he detected the Jahor.
He floated there for a while, waiting.
Hevith wished he could tell how many Jahor were there, but feeling the elaron like this made it so that he couldn’t tell. Floating onward, Hevith let the elaron guide him. It whisked him away, and he felt the distant awareness of the Jahor again.
He came to one after another. Now that he had found a few, Hevith started to recognize what he needed to do in order to find them. There was a distinct feel to them, a warmth and a glow. That was what he had to follow.
After a while, the power within him began to change.
He grew tired.
He needed to return.
Even though it didn’t take a considerable connection to the elaron for him to stay in this state, it still required some power. More than what he dared risk and end up stuck.
Hevith focused on his body, the elaron drawing him back, and streaked toward it.
Something started to pull on him.
At first, he thought it was the other. Perhaps they’d gotten free.
It was different, though.
This pulling felt cold. Dark.
The Hith.
Hevith fought.
The force of whatever pulled on him tried to guide him away from where he intended to go, but he had to overpower it. The Jahor at the caravan could help.
He’d borrowed from them to separate. Could he do the same now? He pulled on more of the elaron. Then he solidified his connection to himself. To the Jahor. To the inestar.
He raced back.
When he reached himself, he floated back, forcing the connection between himself and the elaron within him again. Then he took a deep breath. He was back.
“Did it work?” Valtek asked.
Hevith smiled tightly to himself as he nodded. “It worked.”
They wouldn’t have to wonder how many Jahor were out there. They could find them. He had only to understand it.
And avoid whatever power had trapped the other. They had been powerful and they should have been able to ignore the drawing of the Hith, but they’d ended up trapped. If the same thing were to happen to him…
Hevith had to be careful.
It had almost reached him. He was certain that was what he had detected. If they were able to reach him, then he would have to ensure that he was strong enough to overpower anything they might do.
Still… it had worked.
Hevith leaned back, resting.
Though it had worked, whatever Hith power was out there now knew about him.
Which troubled him even more.
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VOLATAR
AT FIRST, the drumming returned with a slow rhythm, but the more I held on to the power within me, the more I could feel that drumming intensifying. I hesitated, thinking that maybe I shouldn’t be pulling on this power, but realized that wasn’t the case at all. I needed to continue what I had done. The drumming signaled what I had done was right.
More power flowed from me. The elaron curled around. It swirled from mound to mound, connecting the Jahor. They were filled by it. I was filled by it.
Then the drumming intensified. The mound I stood upon began to shift. The ground changed, rippling beneath me. I tried to move, but wasn’t sure if I should. It might be too dangerous for me to move from where I stood. I needed to hold steady.
I had to let the others know the same thing.
The elaron connected us even more than it normally did. With that connection, I sent a hint of reassurance, locking in the connection we all shared. Then I focused on the ground beneath me.
An opening formed.
It looked like a twisting of tree roots, as if a tree were inverted and stretched down into the ground. Light glowed from beneath me, though I didn’t know whether that light represented the elaron or if it came from whatever was below us.
I stood off to the side of the opening, staring down into the darkness. The roots of a tree here twisted as it worked its way deeper into the ground. The light surged.
It seemed to be the elaron, though I couldn’t be entirely certain that was what I noticed. If it wasn’t the elaron, then it was something that beckoned me, calling to me to draw me down into the earth.
The drumming seemed to come from within it.
I looked around me. The pale white light surged everywhere, making it difficult for me to see anything else, though I had a sense of the other Jahor all standing in a similar situation, looking down upon an open mound, trying to decide if they should take a step into the darkness.
I pushed on the elaron, connecting us. I used it to reassure them. I used it to guide them. We had to take a step.
As one, we descended.
I had an awareness of the others. It was a connection of the Jahor, a sense of all of the powers that flowed between them, bridging together.
When we took a step down into the earth, the drumming shifted. It seemed to increase in intensity. Perhaps that was only my imagination, but it felt as if the drumming wanted us to move faster.
I followed a staircase that seemed made of a twisted collection of tree roots. I held my hand on the side, tracing my fingers along it. It was smooth and warm, and with sudden understanding, I realized this was fyrwood. Only, this was not at all like the forest with the tu’alan. This was entirely different.
Hidden.
We continued to descend. The power continued building around me.
A faint rumbling occurred, and I looked up to see the opening closing above me. The mound had shifted, sealing us inside. We would be trapped. That is, if whoever allowed us down into these mounds intended to harm us.
I had no idea whether or not they did. I had no idea whether there was anything here that would be a danger to us. The only thing I knew was that power continued to swirl around me.
I had to follow the glowing light. And the drumming. Both of them pulled on me. The stairs guided me down, and I followed them.
They spiraled around the inside of the opening, no step too great for me to take. Distantly, I was aware of the other Jahor, and could practically feel them following me into the earth. There was uncertainty within them. I had to do something to help with that.
I used the elaron. There was no separation to me. I continued to push through the elaron so that the others would know there was nothing for them to fear, even while I had no idea if that was true or not. Given what we now did, the darkness we now descended into, it was possible we all should be terrified. We were heading into the unknown.
The strange inverted tree spread out around me. My hand still traced around the inside, feeling the smooth bark of the fyrwood. I remembered all too well. It reminded me of the massive trees within the tu’alan forest, though this was a little bit different.
Finally, the glowing light drew me in a different direction. It seemed as if the stairs stopped, and a hallway opened up. It guided me along. I followed it.
Movement in the distance caught my attention, and as I followed the light, I realized it was others of the Jahor. Coldan was the first one I saw.
He held the blade of elaron, though not with the same intensity as he had before. Shae joined us, as did Erich. The Jahor began to file in, entering the strange hallway.
“What is this place?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t know. It seems as if we are inside a tree.”
“This is no kind of tree that I have ever seen,” Shae said.
I chuckled, though it seemed out of place here. Others were afraid, an emotion I understood. I had to be reassuring. “I don’t think any human has been here. At least, not for a long time.”
The glowing light beckoned, and I guided us along it, heading through the hallway toward the source of the light. The drumming persisted around me. That drumming was enough that it seemed to irritate me, almost an urgency within it.
We reached a branch point.
I paused. The tunnel we walked through was tall enough for us to navigate, with a curved ceiling, smooth walls, but nothing else we could easily see. With the light glowing, everything else seemed faint, distant.
“Which direction?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t know. They want us to go somewhere, but…”
“They?” Shae asked.
“This is the creatures.”
I could feel Coldan stiffen near me. There was nothing to do about that. We were here now. This was someplace unlike anything we had ever encountered. The drumming beckoned me in a different direction, and I turned toward it. That was what I had to follow. It guided me along the hall, and I knew which way to turn. Following it, I felt the energy dragging me along.
Holding on to the power of the elaron, I found it was easier to guide the other Jahor in that manner. I wanted them to know they remained connected, mostly so they didn’t have to fear what else was happening around them. There was no reason to fear.
For some reason, I felt that. The warmth and the light called us forward, but it did not mean us any harm. We circled around. I had a sense that we remained in the clearing, at least as we circled around the tunnels.
Then they opened up before us. A massive hall spread outward. I stared at it, unable to take my eyes off of what I saw. The light flowed from this place, filling it with the bright energy. The drumming seemed to come from in here. There was a building drumbeat, a heavy thudding.
And the creatures. Many of them.
The light illuminated them in a way they hadn’t been before.
I couldn’t make out other details in the room, though I had a sense there was something more to this space. It had to be more than just a massive chamber that opened in front of us.
“What is it?” Shae asked.
“I don’t know what this is.”
“What are they?” Shae asked.
“That’s what we’re here to learn,” I said.
Shae touched me on the arm. “I thought all of this was about finding a way to stop the is’anish.”
I nodded slowly. The creatures were aware of us, but they hadn’t approached. The drumming persisted, and for the first time since hearing it, I realized the drumming had an energy to it that seemed to try to push. It was meant to irritate.
They hadn’t wanted us to approach. Yet they hadn’t stopped us, either.
I had no idea what was taking place around us.
“We still need to do that,” I said, “but this is a part of it.”
What part remained to be seen.
From what I knew, violence had built between the is’anish and the tu’alan. That mattered. The is’anish had used the Jahor and the Hith and even the Vicenz as proxies in their fighting. I had no idea whether there was anything more to these creatures that we should be concerned about, but I needed to know. I stepped forward and the light enveloped me.
Everything changed.
It was as if the room we’d been standing in shifted. The light persisted, though it no longer glowed in such a way as to make it so that I couldn’t see anything. There was the bright light all around, but it was a pleasing sort of light.
We were in a massive chamber. A roof high overhead looked made of dozens of tree roots all twisted together. They snaked along the top of the chamber, though the pale light seemed to come from there, as if the roots themselves were the source of the light. The air had a strange odor to it. Almost musty and stale, but surprisingly earthy. As it had seemed before, the creatures occupied the room. There were at least twenty. They looked toward me.
One of them approached. He was small. Probably half my height and bearded. The energy of this place surrounded him, leaving me with a distinct awareness of it, as if he wanted me to know how powerful he was.
I smiled to myself. Was it a threat of a sort?
Perhaps nothing more than how he held power. The man was dressed in a jacket and pants that seemed made of massive leaves. Not fyrwood leaves, but something similar. He glowed, as if he were radiating the power of this place.
“Greetings, Hevith Alaster, Volatar of the Jahor.”
He bowed his head slightly, though he kept his eyes fixed on me.
“Greetings, Coldan Neleth, first of the Order.”
I glanced to Coldan. The blade of the elaron still glowed as he held on to that power, but it seemed to flicker with his sudden uncertainty. There weren’t many who knew Coldan’s full name. I could count them on one hand.
“Greetings, Shae Wolran,” he went on.
One by one, he greeted each of the Jahor by their full name.
When he was done, he turned back to me, a hint of an amused smile on his face.
“Greetings,” I said, tipping my head in a nod. I’d been around strange beings in my time, and had been greeted by those I would have considered more powerful than me, but nothing quite like this before. This was incredibly odd. “You have us at a disadvantage. You know us, but we know nothing about you.”
The man watched me. Power fluctuated for a moment, as he pressed it outward. Instinctively I reached for the elaron, holding on to it in a shield to keep him from using whatever he did against us.
“I am Reldar Deepthane, First of the dwul’ran.”
In my travels and my studies, I had never heard of the dwul’ran. Then again, I had never heard of the tu’alan or the is’anish. They had wanted it that way.
“Why did you permit us to find you?”
Reldar held my gaze for a moment. “You think we permitted it?”
I motioned around me. “All of this suggests that you did. We wouldn’t have been able to find this place had you not allowed it.”
“Perhaps that is true. It can be difficult to reach Devralanal.”
I looked around me. “Is that where we are?”
“You didn’t seek us?”
I shook my head. “As I told your man in the forest, we came looking for passage to find the is’anish.”
Reldar frowned. “Why would you seek such vile creatures? Does the Volatar not have enough power?”
I would have wondered how they would know so much about me, but the fact that they had moved around us unseen suggested they might have been able to move through all places undetected. What if these creatures had been living among us?
The idea that they had…
Would be no different than the is’anish.
They could take on others forms. They could hide among us.
The tu’alan didn’t seem as if they did the same, but they shared knowledge somehow. They had known me as well.
“I have power enough,” I said. “I seek the is’anish to end the war.”
“Ah. War. A folly of man.”
I grunted. “This is not a war of man. As I suspect you know.”
Watching him as I said it, I wondered how much the dwul’ran had been aware of what the is’anish had done. Maybe they were a part of it as well.
That didn’t seem quite right.
They watched me, and I had a feeling of the drumming persisting, increasing in intensity. It was almost as if the dwul’ran used that to prevent something from getting any closer. They wanted to stop the is’anish from coming here.
“This war is not the folly of man. This war was started by the is’anish.”
Reldar watched me for a moment. I had a feeling that there was something more in the way he looked at me, some hint of power, but perhaps something even beyond that.
“Come, Volatar. We will speak.”
    
The room was smaller than the last, though much like the last, a pale light glowed, giving everything a strange sort of energy. I looked around at Coldan, before pausing at Shae. The other Jahor remained in the main room, and though I was somewhat concerned about leaving them behind with the others, we needed answers. We had been summoned here.
Reldar sat upon a chair that seemed made of the roots of trees, protruding from the ground. It had taken me a while to realize that the entirety of this place seemed to be the inside of a tree. It was an enormous tree, and nothing like any that I had ever encountered before.
Reldar watched me, a question in his eyes. “What makes you believe the is’anish are responsible as you claim?”
“I have seen it,” I said.
“What have you seen, Volatar?”
“I am no longer the Volatar,” I said.
Reldar chuckled. “You would decline the title that you so willingly claimed before?”
I could feel Coldan tense. It was strange. I had always been aware of Coldan’s emotions before, but never quite like this. It was almost as if the connection he now shared to the elaron, which bound him more tightly to it, also bound him more tightly to me.
Why should that be the case? Could it be because I had been the one who had bonded him to the elaron?
“I am something other than the protector of the Jahor,” I said.
“And yet you still seek to protect the Jahor.”
“I’m not sure that I can do that the way I had before using the elaron and the ne’rash.”
“You believe the great powers take sides?”
I smiled. “I believe the great powers belong to certain people.”
“The great powers belong to the world, not to any particular people.” He waved his hands, and there came a swirling of elaron. It drifted out from him, heading toward the walls, working its way up the ceiling that arched overhead. This one wasn’t constructed of the branches of multiple trees. As far as I could tell, this seemed to be made of a single tree. “Once you learn to master the great powers, they can be taught to any.”
“You have control over both the elaron and the ne’rash?”
His face wrinkled in a frown. “I would not touch that one,” he said.
“Then you can’t speak to what can be mastered.”
Reldar smiled at me. “I have often wondered what it might be like for me to visit with the human known as the Volatar. Do you know that we have enjoyed the stories of your exploits?”
“You have enjoyed them?” Coldan leaned forward, his voice a low growl.
“How could we not? The Volatar sought to protect his people. He sought to unite them. For those like us, such a thing is useful.”
“What has happened to the dwul’ran that separated your people?”
Reldar watched me. “You don’t know.”
I shrugged. “I wouldn’t have asked if I did.”
“I only thought…” He forced a smile. There was something strange about the expression on his face, much like there was something strange to his musically accented words. “You only came here because you sought a way to reach the is’anish.”
I started nodding before realizing there was something more taking place than what I had understood. He spoke of unity, and his people.
“Are the dwul’ran fragmented the way the Jahor once had been?”
“Once?”
I grunted. “Still are, I suppose.” Despite everything I had done over the years, the Jahor had not been reunited. For a time, we had been. In that time, there had been a feeling of unity, and a feeling that we might be able to fully bring our people back together, to bridge that power once more. Then the Trilan attacked. “Are they?”
“My people are more than the dwul’ran,” Reldar said softly.
I frowned at him, studying him.
Not only studying him, but I began to pull upon the elaron, drawing it to me. There was no restriction to my ability to summon that power. In this place, and within the clearing, even within the forest itself, the elaron had been incredibly potent. There had been nothing that blocked my ability to reach it.
I sent it sweeping through Reldar.
He resisted. There was a familiar resistance.
“You are like the tu’alan,” I said. I had seen the resemblance, but hadn’t known if that was the case or not. Now I was increasingly certain.
“I thought you knew,” Reldar said.
“I didn’t. Why keep yourself separated?”
“It is a difficult story,” Reldar said.
“We have time,” I said.
Reldar glanced at Coldan and Shae. “You didn’t come here to be regaled with sad stories of my people.”
“I didn’t come here to not get answers, either,” I said.
Reldar smiled. “Perhaps you are right.”
“The dwul’ran can move unseen,” I said.
“Unseen to you.”
“Which means they can be seen by the is’anish,” I said.
He nodded. “The is’anish have always been challenging. A truce has held among our people for centuries.”
“Centuries?” Coldan asked.
“We have been a part of the world longer than the world has known man,” Reldar said. “Before mankind lived in these lands, there were the tu’alan. The dwul’ran. The is’anish. The feral’ash. The ger’thin. Tribes that became a people. A people that became segmented. And from that segmentation, came disagreements.”
“War,” Coldan said.
“War,” Reldar agreed.
He spread his hands, and the floor of the room was illuminated with elaron. Shapes began to appear. It took me a moment to realize what he showed us.
A map.
It was a map unlike any I had ever seen before. He traced an outline of the land with the elaron. There were patches of the land that glowed more brightly. In one, I recognized the forest where we had encountered the tu’alan. In another was this location, the dwul’ran. In another, far to the north, was still another. In the south were two others.
“Each of our tribes had their own lands. We were peaceful then. We lived as cousins, separate, but permitted to rule. The leaders of each tribe would meet once a decade, seeking to ensure the safety of our peoples.”
“What changed?” Shae asked. Her voice was a whisper.
She leaned over the map, studying it.
I frowned, as I looked down at it.
Great powers.
That had to be what it was.
The connection was too much to be coincidence.
“At first, nothing. We knew peace and prosperity. Our tribes lived a long time, and we did not know war. Eventually, one of the tribes wanted to lead, to unite us against what they saw as a threat.”
“The is’anish,” I said.
Reldar shook his head. “Not the is’anish. Not at first. The ger’thin chief decided that our people should come together. He ruled over a southern land, a place of summer and warmth. He came to one of the meetings speaking of a need to unite our people, to bring us together against a common enemy. It wasn’t until much later that we began to know what enemy he meant.”
“What enemy was that?” Shae asked.
I looked at Reldar. “Us,” I said.
He nodded slowly. “Mankind. This land did not know the presence of man for a long time. When man first appeared, they spread from the south. At first, it was only a small presence. Man knew tools and building and construction, but man also knew destruction. They built, they destroyed, and they pressed ever north. The chief of the ger’thin recognized this, and he wanted to unite our people. We failed to recognize the threat.”
“What happened to them?” I asked.
“The ger’thin are gone. They scattered, those who chose to fight stayed and died, and those who chose not to fight spread out to the other clans, joining them. They were welcomed as cousins. Years later as mankind continued to spread, another chief presented. This time, they decided it was time for us to remove the scourge of man.” Reldar shook his head, running his hand through his beard. “Others spoke of a desire for peace. They recognized that some of the people had connections to the great powers. Man was enlightened. At least, some of man was enlightened. Those of us who recognized it, felt that we should honor the great powers, not fighting, but working together. Finding common ground.”
It was much more than the tu’alan had ever shared, and yet it made a certain sort of sense. “The is’anish disagreed,” I said.
“The is’anish disagreed,” he said.
“They attacked.”
“Not at first.”
“When?”
“Why, when the Volatar emerged.”
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HEVITH
“WE’RE GOING to have to find more supplies.”
Hevith looked over to Roban. He had taken on the role of supply master, something Hevith appreciated. Someone had to coordinate, especially with as many people as now traveled with them. The campfire illuminated his face, giving his long features an even more elongated appearance. He had joined them in Yarshin, but it wasn’t until they had defeated Mother that Roban had begun to take on his role.
“What do we need?”
“A little of everything.” He swept his hands around him. “We’ve swelled to so many that we struggle to keep up.”
“I know it’s a strain, but we need to be able to provide for the Jahor who come with us.”
“We do,” he said, nodding. That relieved Hevith. He’d been a little concerned that Roban would suggest they stop summoning the Jahor. “We just need to develop a plan. We have so many people now that we need to begin better preparations. We’ve started to coordinate our hunting parties, but even that isn’t bringing in enough meat. The last stream we passed helped us replenish our casks of water, but we don’t have any fruits or vegetables and we need medicinals.”
Hevith sighed. These were the kinds of things he should be aware of, but the size of the caravan was so much larger than the ones he’d traveled on as a child. Now they had exceeded the wagons’ capacity and many walked alongside, no longer riding. The younger and the stronger walked as long as they could, rotating onto the wagons for a time.
“We’ll need to find a place to trade,” Hevith said.
“Are we nearing a city?”
It would have to be a city. Not a village. Any village they might reach would be overwhelmed by the number of people with them. It might be more than the village would hold.
That left them looking for a city. The only city along this way that Hevith knew of would be Vor. That was still quite a ways from here—and likely Hith occupied.
“Not anytime soon,” Hevith said.
Roban looked to the wagons behind them. “We won’t be able to continue like this.”
Had they swelled so much in numbers that they didn’t have supplies? He’d known that the people they’d added would strain their ability to keep up, but had thought the hunters would have been able to provide. Of course, he knew it was more than the hunters. That was something he’d seen when he was younger. Food was only one aspect of traveling that they needed to be able to offer. They would struggle with illness and clothing and…
Hevith pushed away the troubled thoughts that came to him.
“How much time do you think we have?”
“If we don’t acquire any more people”—he looked at Hevith with an arched brow, a question on his face—“then we might—might—be able to make it a week.”
There were going to be others. Hevith knew that much. And with more people coming, they would last less than a week unless they managed to find more supplies.
He looked into the distance. Vor was still too far away. When they did manage to reach Vor, they wouldn’t want to do it undersupplied. They would want to be ready.
War would follow.
“Let me see what I can come up with,” he said to Roban.
He nodded curtly and marched off, already beginning to investigate other places along the caravan.
He was a good man for the job. Organized and no-nonsense. The kind of person Hevith’s father would have appreciated.
Hevith climbed back atop the lead wagon and took a seat. Valtek was there as he often was, looking outward. A frown creased his brow, and there came the power of the elaron through him as he sent his summons through the inestar.
“We have a week,” he said.
Valtek looked up, tapping the inestar on his legs. “A week for what?”
“For supplies.”
Valtek turned so that he could look at the caravan behind him. “We’ve grown so much,” he whispered.
Hevith nodded. “We have.”
“We weren’t ready for such growth.”
Hevith sighed. “Whether or not we were ready is immaterial.” At least, it was now. They had summoned the Jahor, and he hadn’t expected there to be so many. Now that they were here, they had an obligation to help them. They were their people.
“It’s not immaterial. There are”—he pressed his lips together in a tight frown as he stood up on the wagon so that he could look at it—“probably the better part of a hundred more mouths to feed. Clothe. Shelter. Provide for.”
“I’m aware.”
Valtek turned so that he could look at Hevith. “I know that you’re aware of what we need to do, but I can’t help but feel as if there is more than what we’ve been doing. You’re guiding us to Vor, but what if we don’t reach it in time?”
“We won’t.”
“Then what will happen to the rest…” He paused a moment to think. “We won’t?”
Hevith shook his head. “We won’t reach Vor for another few weeks. Slower if we continue at this pace. We’re moving as quickly as we can, though we can’t push too quickly. With everything that we’ve been dealing with, we need to be make sure there aren’t going to be any more setbacks.”
They had barely managed to overcome the loss of a single wagon. They’d repaired it, but if they were to lose another, Hevith didn’t like the idea that they might have to stop for a few more days in order to make the repairs.
They needed to find additional wagons if they were going to make better time, but doing that would mean pushing away from the main road and would lead them toward the dangers of the unknown.
“Then we need to find another option.”
“There isn’t another option.”
“Because you intend to take us to Vor. There would have to be other places we could go.”
Hevith sighed. “There might be other places, but it would take us away from what we’ve been doing.”
“Which is?”
Hevith closed his eyes, thinking about the other and how they had been out there in the Place of Knowing, calling to him.
“The Jahor are out there. We need to gather them.”
Tiredness worked through him as he said it. It felt as if he had been moving for ages. Partly that had to do with how he’d been summoning through the inestar during the journey. Not all of the time, but enough that he felt the same fatigue from it. Were he the only one responsible for it, he might be even more exhausted. Partly the fatigue was from him attempting to access the Place of Knowing, wanting to be able to find the Jahor that were traveling toward them. He owed it to them to be prepared. They came this direction because of their summons, so he wanted to know how many they had to account for.
Then there had been the Hith.
There hadn’t been any more attacks like the last major one. The Hith might still be out there, but Coldan and the rest of the Order made sure that he didn’t have to worry about it. He supposed he should be thankful of that, but he couldn’t help feeling as if there was something kept from him. When they reached Vor, he would need to know more about the threat they faced. He couldn’t have the knowledge of the Hith threat kept from him.
“We are gathering them. Now we need to keep them safe,” Valtek said.
“That’s what I intend to do.”
“By bringing us into war.”
“We’ve had this conversation before.”
“I know. Which is why I want you to reconsider. How many of these people can actually fight? How many want to fight? That’s what you’re asking of them.”
Hevith turned so that he could look behind him, studying the people who traveled alongside them. He didn’t want anything to happen to them. None of them. They were his people. He had fought, and so many had been lost, so that they could get to safety.
Wasn’t that the entire intent behind his traveling?
Where he’d brought them now meant that they would face something more.
They had the relative safety of the wagon caravan. That could last, at least for a little while. Hevith didn’t know whether they would even be able to find true safety, a place for them to relax, recuperate, and to call their own.
Perhaps it wasn’t possible, but as he looked at the wagons behind him, he couldn’t help but understand what Valtek tried to tell him.
Hevith remained focused on where they traveled, on what he believed they had to do. He remained focused on pushing them further forward, guiding them toward Vor.
There was someone else out there. There were more of the Jahor. Were they to be able to reach them, Hevith believed that he might come to understand more about his purpose, and more about their purpose. He believed he might be able to gain insight about what else they might accomplish with their connection to the elaron.
He took a deep breath, and turned back to Valtek. “I don’t want to divide our people,” he said.
“I understand that. What I’m trying to ask is whether all of us need to go. As we gain numbers, I begin to wonder if your purpose should change. As the situation evolves, should not we do the same?”
Valtek was right. The situation had changed for them. With as many of the Jahor as were coming toward them, joining up with them, he had to consider that perhaps they needed to take a different approach.
That approach might involve them fighting, but perhaps they didn’t all need to fight.
The longer that they traveled, the more Jahor they would gain. When he separated into the Place of Knowing, he saw those Jahor. He was aware of them and was aware of just how many people they had coming toward them. Could he find a place for them while he and others went to Vor?
“Watch over me,” he said to Valtek.
Valtek squeezed on the inestar, and he sent his elaron coursing through it. When he did, Hevith felt the blazing awareness of the elaron surge through him.
He pushed away from himself, drifting upward. It carried him away from his body. Once again, there was a sense of tearing, and a brief moment of incredible pain when he separated.
Hevith drifted.
He needed to know how many Jahor were out there still.
Finding the other Jahor wasn’t all about him. It was about them. Unifying them. Building their people.
As he reached an elevated place high overhead, he looked down. The wagons rumbled ever forward, under the guidance of Valtek now while Hevith was in this place. He pushed off to the west, focusing on the sense of the Jahor and the elaron that he thought he could detect.
Hevith lost track of how long he floated, but realized there was something more out there. He headed toward it.
This took him away from the road they traveled along, away from the path leading toward Vor, but perhaps that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he find his way.
The further he traveled, the more that he began to feel something different.
Could it be the elaron?
He found it easier to float, to guide himself, than he had the last time. He understood how to control it in a way that he hadn’t before, and because of that, Hevith propelled himself onward, letting the elaron guide him.
There was considerable power in the distance.
This was the elaron.
Where were they?
He had been leading the Jahor ever further to the south, into increasingly more dangerous places, but perhaps there might be another option. This wasn’t to the south. At least, it wasn’t to the south where he had traveled before. It wasn’t a place he thought would be dangerous.
He pushed away, heading back toward his body.
From there, he floated. The pull upon him remained, still strong, still guiding him, only there was something else that he remained curious about.
He propelled himself to the south.
He needed to know more about this other. He needed to know more about whether there was a danger to them, and whether there was anything more he might be able to understand.
Hevith pushed himself to the south.
The further that he went, the faster he traveled.
In the distance, the sense of elaron came to him.
It drifted toward him, a bright awareness that struck him as something more than what he had experienced even when around his people.
There were many with the ability of the elaron there.
He needed to reach them.
A thought came back to him again.
Even though there were some who didn’t want to risk themselves against the Hith, Hevith thought they needed to take that chance. There were others who needed to do everything they could in order for them to better understand the situation.
If they were in danger, and if Hith were controlling them, then as a Jahor shouldn’t he do whatever he could in order to help them?
As he started to turn back, a burst of power came from the distance.
Hevith thought for a moment it might represent Jahor, but that wasn’t it at all.
Instead, what he detected came from the Hith.
It surged toward him, swirling in a way that left him unsettled.
He started to summon his connection to the elaron, but realized that only called the Hith toward him. That was a mistake.
The pressure out there pushing on him took on a different meaning. The Hith were coming toward him. Power started to swoop toward him.
Hevith started to back away, but he wasn’t fast enough.
That power looped around him.
He rebelled.
Hevith had known before that there was a danger here. He had felt it when he had found a Place of Knowing before, and he had recognized he might escape. Why had he risked it again?
The power of the Hith continued to swirl around him, heading toward him ever faster. It confined him. The Hith would capture him. They would trap him.
And then…
Elaron bloomed in the distance.
Hevith worried that the Jahor revealed themselves, but there was something he recognized. It came from the same other he’d detected before.
They were helping.
The other power pushed off against the Hith presence.
Hevith strained, called upon the elaron as much as he could, drawing upon the other Jahor, using those with him, those who had the ability to fight, and he added their strength to his.
By doing so, Hevith squeezed away as he fought off the energy he detected.
Finally, he felt the power began to fade.
This other wanted to help him. Hevith exploded the elaron away from him.
When he did, it burst him past the confinement the Hith attempted, and Hevith went streaking back toward his body, the connection to elaron guiding him back.
He slammed back into his body by the force of his explosion, and by what this other had done, sealing once more into his corporeal form.
He blinked, taking a gasping breath, and opened his eyes.
“I know where we need to go.”
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HEVITH
THE WAGONS RUMBLED SLOWLY with nearly fifty of the Order marching alongside them. In the days since the last Hith attack, this one only upon Hevith, he had renewed his focus, working with anyone who had the interest to try to gain a better connection to the elaron. They worked with Coldan and Karn, and they were given the opportunity to gain an increased skill, to become soldiers of the Order, and to serve the Jahor.
Most of them had done so willingly.
There were only a few who had not. Those few who Hevith had been forced to heal because he had no other choice. Those few who would have died had he done nothing.
Hevith looked down at Coldan, watching him as he worked with the other soldiers, guiding them as they marched alongside the wagons. It was different than what they had done when they had worked with the Firsters. These soldiers served the Jahor.
Valtek’s concern came drifting back to him—worry about what would happen were the soldiers to decide differently loomed. None of them seemed as if they wanted to lead, but with their connection to the elaron, the power within them changed. They were granted strength and power, and they were granted a connection to the elaron which made them more than what they had been before.
Hevith climbed down, and made his way over to Coldan.
The wagons weren’t moving so quickly he couldn’t keep up, and he found Coldan discussing strategy with three of the new Order. Hevith waited, but it didn’t take long before Coldan was aware of his presence. He nodded to the three soldiers, who marched off, heading toward the back of the caravan on foot.
He swung around in the saddle, and glanced out at Hevith. “You shouldn’t be walking.”
Hevith looked up at the caravan. “I think I can keep up.”
“The people need to see you as part of it,” Coldan said.
Hevith smiled. “The people will see me as part of it. I’m not going anywhere.”
Coldan regarded the wagons. They were as full as could be, each of them carrying beyond what Hevith thought was their capacity, and now there were several hundred people walking alongside them. Most of the soldiers walked, now. Coldan was one of the few who rode, and he did so at Hevith’s insistence, wanting to ensure the Order maintained their patrol.
“How much further do we have to go?” he asked Hevith.
“It should only be another day,” Hevith said.
“At this pace?”
Hevith nodded.
The last week had gone slowly, but in that time, Hevith had continued to probe outward, using the Place of Knowing to know where they were going, and whether there was anything they could find. More Jahor continued to join them. Mostly they came in clusters of two or three, though occasionally people came by themselves. There were never large groupings, nothing like the first night where the Jahor had joined them and they’d had to fight off the Hith.
“Have you seen any other sign of Hith?” Coldan asked.
“None.”
“Have you heard any others arguing with our destination?”
He looked over at Hevith. “No.”
Hevith nodded.
They traveled west, no longer making their way south.
He headed toward the distant city that he had detected, away from Vor, and instead chose to make their way toward other Jahor Hevith knew were out there.
There was something else that concerned Hevith, though he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. When he watched Coldan, he wondered whether or not his friend would already have considered it.
“You’re worried about us traveling,” Hevith said.
“I’m worried about what we might find,” Coldan said.
“There are Jahor.”
“So you say.”
“You don’t think that I can detect the elaron in them?”
Coldan regarded him before climbing down from the saddle and leading the horse. When Hevith cocked an eye at him, he only shrugged. “I’ve given it some thought. I wonder if the Jahor there are trapped.”
“As in some sort of Hith trap.”
“I don’t really know. I don’t know what the Hith might do in these lands. It’s been a long time since I’ve spent any time here.”
“I didn’t realize you were a part of the fighting here.”
“Not here, not necessarily. I had thought nearby, though never quite this far south. There had not been a role for our squad to do so.”
He flicked his gaze back, looking toward Graychen.
The old soldier had been quiet during their travels. He had remained isolated, and as far as Hevith had come to understand, Graychen had no interest in gaining a connection to the elaron. It was almost as if he feared it, and feared what it might do to him.
“You were more to the north.”
“Yarshin, and some of the neighboring areas there. When the Hith began to move north, we held them off for as long as we could.”
Hevith smiled at him. “I’m sure you did as well as you could.”
Coldan nodded as if that were settled. “My concern is the Hith. We continue to encounter them, though not with any of the same numbers as before. I fear we might find more of the same as we reach this city.”
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t even know what city this is.”
“That troubles you.”
Hevith nodded. “When I traveled with my family, my father made sure I knew geography. I studied the lands we traveled, though I do have a passing knowledge of lands in the south.”
Coldan regarded him for a moment. “A passing knowledge?”
“Enough that I know the cities. I don’t know all of the smaller villages, but most of the older cities I think I could place. It’s how I know that we were traveling toward Vor. Beyond Vor will be Denar, then Ulin, then—”
“I get the point,” Coldan said.
“I’m sorry. What I’m trying to say is that in all my studies, I don’t remember anything in this direction.”
“You said you remembered the cities that were here.”
“I do,” Hevith said.
“What if this wasn’t a city?”
Hevith thought about the last time that he had visited it in the Place of Knowing. When he had done so, he could recall the power that he had felt there. There was a considerable presence of the elaron. Either that, or whoever was there had significant control.
“It felt like a city,” Hevith said softly.
“Then perhaps it is.”
“Tell me more about the Hith you found,” Hevith said.
“I have made it clear that you don’t have to worry about them.”
Hevith smiled. “I’m not worried about them, and I understand that you want to ensure we’re protected from the Hith. It’s just that I also want to do whatever I can in order to protect our people from them.”
“There have been only a few. Not enough to be concerned by.”
“How many is a few to you?”
Coldan looked over, cocking a brow at him. “A few,” he said again.
Hevith sighed. “I am capable of fighting, you realize.”
“I realize that you have skill.”
“That’s not the same.”
Coldan watched him for a moment. “What do you think would happen if you were lost?”
“Someone else would lead.”
“Would they? Do you think the people would follow Valtek?” He looked up at the wagon where Valtek now guided it. Hevith had grown increasingly comfortable with Valtek guiding the wagons.
“I think they would follow.”
“And where would he lead them?”
Hevith frowned. “I don’t know.”
“Is it the same place that you would lead us?”
Hevith smiled. “I think we both know the answer to that.”
“Which is why we need you, Hevith. You have a different resolve than Valtek. Gods, you have a different resolve than I have. We follow you. We follow your vision.”
“What if I’m wrong?”
That thought had been troubling him increasingly of late. If he were wrong, and if he were to lead his people into danger, then they were following him to their deaths.
As he looked around at those with the wagons, and the caravans, and the soldiers now marching alongside, Hevith knew they all wouldn’t survive. When they did turn south, the Jahor would have to fight. He understood that. He understood there would come a time and a need for the Jahor to fight. He understood that there would come a time and a need for the Jahor to take action. If they didn’t, they would never be free.
That, as much as anything, was what Hevith wanted. He wanted the Jahor to be free.
It was up to him to guide the Jahor toward that. His vision.
Others would not have the same vision.
When he had first came across Mel, she had wanted to unite the Jahor, but she wanted to bring them into the north, to hide. It was the same thing his father had wanted to do, something that Hevith had increasingly struggled with as he had come to terms with what his family had done, the wagons that they had led. Running only meant hiding, and it only meant that the Jahor would continue to fear for their safety.
What Hevith intended was something different.
“If I’m gone, you need to lead,” he said to Coldan.
Coldan looked down at him. “I’m not going to be able to lead. I can be your sword. I can be your arm of strength. I don’t know if I could ever lead.”
As Hevith looked around at the wagons, watching as the people traveled past him, he realized something. He had to prepare for a time when he wasn’t going to be able to lead. That was what his father had done by trying to prepare Hevith.
In all the time that Hevith had worked with his family, learning the wagons, learning how to guide them, learning how to run the caravan, his father had wanted him to know how to lead to most of all. He had wanted Hevith to share in his desire, to share in his goal of helping the people. By the time he had lost his family, Hevith had known enough that he had been able to offer the people something.
That was what he needed now.
He patted Coldan on the shoulder. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For reminding me what I needed to do.”
“And what did I remind you of?”
“That we need to be ready.”
Coldan frowned at him. “I thought you were always going to make sure we were ready.”
“There’s a difference between being ready to fight and being ready to persist. You are right. If something were to happen to me, then we need to ensure there are others who can take our place.” He noticed Thom near one of the middle wagons, staring straight ahead. “I think if Mel would have been better prepared, then the ideals the Movras had may not have failed as spectacularly as it did when she died.”
“I don’t think that the ideal of the Movras died when she did.”
“I am not the Movras,” Hevith said.
“Perhaps not,” Coldan said. “You are something else. The Volatar. Isn’t that what you said?”
Hevith smiled. “I can help but be amused by the title.”
“Why?”
“Because I think that if Morad knew I had embraced it, he’d be angry. Morad intended it as a slight. An insult. He hated the Jahor, and he hated what we were capable of.”
“I have a feeling he wasn’t at all sure what you were capable of.”
It was possible that Morad didn’t know. He had seen Hevith as he had begun to develop his powers, but even then Hevith hadn’t displayed the full spectrum of his abilities. Hevith still learned about them now. There were days when things would happen and he remarked at just how unique that ability was. Such as the Place of Knowing. Having the ability to leave his body and explore was something that left him marveling at the breadth of power the elaron provided. There would be other similar situations.
Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out as he looked over at Coldan. “Eventually, we’re going to have to find him.”
“I suspect he will find us.”
They had gone after Mother, fearing her, but it was Morad who worried him as well. It was he who gave Hevith the most concern, especially as Morad understood what Hevith was capable of doing.
The longer they traveled, the further they headed in this direction, the more likely it was that they would encounter Morad and others like him.
“What do you intend?” Coldan asked.
“I’ve told you.”
“Not about where we’re traveling. What do you intend with leadership.”
“It can’t only be me,” Hevith said.
“No. It can’t only be you.”
“I need to find others who share my vision.”
“Your vision?”
“Can’t it be mine? It’s my vision of what the Jahor need.”
“Perhaps it must be.”
There was something of a troubled expression on Coldan’s face, and Hevith wondered why that might be. He didn’t have a chance to ask.
A shout rang out, and Coldan leapt on the horse’s back, and raced forward.
Hevith jogged to the lead wagon, climbing to the seat and took a spot next to Valtek, looking over at him.
“What is it?”
“I’m not really sure. They must have heard something, but…”
He stared in the distance, but Hevith didn’t notice anything. There had to be something out there, some evidence of danger, but even as he stared, he didn’t notice anything other than the Jahor Order roaming ahead of them.
He closed his eyes, tearing himself free as he separated to the Place of Knowing, and drifted. He pushed himself forward, moving west, and hurriedly probed, searching for any sign of the Hith.
He found nothing.
What he found instead was that of the elaron.
Jahor.
A dozen of them. Perhaps more. The sense of the Jahor glowed brightly in the distance, brightly enough that Hevith could feel it, and he was fully aware of just what he detected.
He hurriedly retreated, taking his place back into his body.
“What was it?” Valtek asked.
“Are you aware when I return now?”
“There is a surge on either end. When it first happened, I wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but the more I watch and see you use it, the easier it is for me to be able to determine what happens. I can feel it when you separate, and I can feel it when you return, if that makes any sense.”
Hevith nodded. “It makes complete sense.”
“So what was it?”
“There are Jahor ahead of us.”
“Are you sure?”
“Very.” He stared, focusing in the distance, but he couldn’t feel them from where he was. He must’ve propelled himself far enough into the distance that he was able to find them, but not so far that he was able to detect them from where he still was. “It wasn’t the city, at least not what I had detected before.”
“Then they must be aware of us, too.”
“I think so,” Hevith said.
“That troubles me,” Valtek said.
“Because they’re able to detect us? If they have a way of finding us, we should embrace that. It might be they have knowledge we need.”
“That you need,” he said.
Hevith shook his head. “That we need. I’m not the only one traveling with us who has the ability to reach the elaron. There are many others, and though you and I have taught what we can, there are limits.”
Some of those limits came from just how much Hevith knew, but similar limits came from the fact that Valtek had left his training with Mel long before he had the opportunity to gain a full understanding of what she could teach. There were limits to what she was able to show him, and limits to what he had been able to learn. It was why Hevith was so determined to keep moving, and so determined to find what else he might be able to uncover.
As they rumbled forward, he continued to probe, searching for the sense of the elaron. There was no further awareness of it.
After a while, Coldan came riding back. He turned and looked up at Hevith. “We have a sighting.”
“I know.”
“You know?”
“I used the Place of Knowing. There are Jahor. Elaron.”
Coldan’s expression shifted. “That explains it, then.”
“What exactly does it explain?” Valtek asked.
Coldan glanced over to him. “It explains the reason why they have not continued to approach. They are situated just over a rise about two miles from here.”
That was close enough that Hevith should have been able to detect something from them. That he wasn’t able to troubled him.
“I need to go to them,” he said.
“It might be dangerous,” Coldan said. “If they aren’t Jahor—”
“They are,” Hevith said. “I detected the elaron in the Place of Knowing.”
“That is so infallible that you would trust it?”
Hevith let out a frustrated sigh. Both he and Coldan knew it wasn’t infallible. There were limits, and though Hevith was gaining control over the Place of Knowing, he still didn’t have enough mastery that he could trust everything he saw there. For all he knew, the Hith had some way of making it so that he would have illusions of the Jahor.
“How many of the Order do you think are necessary to protect the wagons?”
Coldan frowned. “Most of them.”
“Most?”
“I wouldn’t risk the Order with so many people. We have a thousand people here, and not nearly enough of the Order in order to offer the level of protection that we want.”
“Then the two of us will ride forward.”
“You know how I feel about that,” Coldan said.
Hevith nodded. “I know how you feel about it, but I also recognize that you aren’t willing to sacrifice any to give up protections of the wagons, so we need to have only the two of us.”
Coldan locked eyes with him for a moment, and irritation flashed within his gaze.
Hevith wanted to grin, but he thought doing so would irritate Coldan.
“We aren’t going into danger. These are Jahor,” Hevith said.
“And if they aren’t?”
“Then we return.”
Hevith climbed down from the wagon, and he waited while Coldan arranged for a horse.
“What would you have us do?” Valtek asked.
“I would have you continue onward.”
“What if they’re Hith?”
“If they are, then we’ll need to be prepared to fight.”
“And if they aren’t?”
“Then we need to be prepared for more Jahor,” he said.
Valtek studied him for a moment before nodding.
Coldan appeared with the horse, and he glanced over at Hevith. “I’m not thrilled with this.”
“I’m not asking you to be.”
“I think you’re sacrificing yourself unnecessarily.”
Hevith chuckled. “I’m not sacrificing anything. I don’t intend to have anything happen to me.”
“It has been my experience that intentions have a way of going awry.” Coldan motioned for Hevith to follow him, and they kicked their horses forward, moving away from the wagons. As they rode, Hevith tried to probe for more of the elaron, but he didn’t detect anything. Just the emptiness in the distance.
Either he’d been wrong—and though that was possible, he didn’t think it likely—or the Jahor out there had a way of masking their presence.
Anyone who could do that was someone Hevith very much needed to find.
“You do know how much I dislike this,” Coldan said.
Hevith glanced over at him. “I know.”
“Why must you push it?”
“I’m not pushing anything,” he said. “All I’m trying to do is find out what we are dealing with.”
“And I’ve told you that you don’t have to be the one to do this. You don’t have to be involved.”
Hevith thought about what he had seen when he had been in the Place of Knowing, and he frowned, shaking his head for a moment. “I think I do need to be involved, at least this time. If these others have control over the elaron, I need to be there so I can help ensure our people are safe. I can’t detect elaron from them right now, Coldan.”
Coldan looked over at him, frowning for a moment, before he finally nodded. “I see.”
“Do you?”
“I understand that you are concerned about what you aren’t able to detect. You worry this absence of what you could and should be able to uncover prevents you from knowing just how powerful they are.”
“No. If they’re powerful, then we could benefit from them, but only if we know.”
Coldan let out a long sigh. “I suppose you are right.”
“You suppose?”
“I don’t want you to become overconfident,” he said.
Hevith smiled at him. “Around you, I doubt I will ever be given the chance to be overconfident.”
Coldan grinned at him. “Don’t forget it.”
They continued riding, the landscape rolling in front of them. The grasses were not nearly as tall as they had been in other parts, and flowers filled the air with their fragrance. Trees dotted the landscape, some of them with massive branches, though they didn’t grow in groves or clusters as they did in other places. He didn’t see any sign of a forest here, either.
Coldan had suggested they would find these Jahor near a ridgeline, but they’d been riding for a little while, and Hevith saw nothing. Only a few miles. That was what Coldan had also said.
“Something’s wrong,” Hevith said.
“Why?”
“You told me that we only had a few miles to go.”
“Did I?”
Hevith looked over to Coldan. “You did. Are you intentionally leading me away?”
Coldan shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that.”
“If you’re not doing it, then…”
Hevith frowned to himself again.
If it wasn’t Coldan, then it was these others. Jahor. It meant that whatever pressure pushed on him, whatever was trying to send him away, to guide him from here, came from the Jahor. It came from the elaron.
Hevith had to uncover the key to it.
“I think they’re trying to prevent us from seeing them.”
“We’ve already seen them,” Coldan said.
“Are you sure?”
“We did. There were a dozen of us, and they should be not far from here.”
A dozen. All of them of the Order. All of them connected to the elaron in a way that most were not. That had to matter. Instead, now there was only Hevith and Coldan.
He slowed the horse, looked over to Coldan. “Watch me.”
“What are you—”
Hevith didn’t give him the opportunity to finish. He pushed with his control over the elaron. Doing it this way posed a little more of a danger. He was aware of the Jahor and the caravan behind him, but it was a distant sort of awareness, not nearly as acute as what it would be were he sitting right next to them. With this awareness, he drew upon that power, letting it come to him, embracing it.
He separated quickly, letting the power carry him.
It lifted him, tearing him from his body, and he ignored the surge of pain he had for a moment. It was gone in a flash, and he soared overhead.
Hevith floated, drifting toward what he had seen before. He had an awareness of it, even if he couldn’t necessarily feel it. He remembered what he had seen, not what he had felt.
Hevith let that memory call him forward.
The power of elaron guided him, leading him quickly.
Then he saw them.
In this form, he was accustomed to feeling flashes of power, and he was used to how that worked when it came to drawing upon the elaron. He was accustomed to it seeming like little more than the flash of light that represented the Jahor.
He was not accustomed to having distinct images.
There were a dozen, much like he remembered before.
Hevith floated, counting them, trying to ascertain just what was there, and ready for the possibility that he might need to retreat.
Something occurred to him that he hadn’t been aware of before.
Though he counted a dozen people in front of him, all of them attached to the elaron, so all of them likely Jahor, there was a blurring of that power. It blended in a way that left him recognizing that they were connected in the same way he often connected to the other Jahor.
These were the people he needed to find. He needed to learn from them.
He tried to solidify his form.
He had no idea if such a thing were necessary, only that he wanted them to know who he was and why he was here. He didn’t want to alarm them.
“I am Hevith Alaster. One of the Jahor. I come seeking your help.”
He had no idea if his plea would even work, or whether it made a difference to them, but the stirring of energy began to shift. Not only that, but it became brighter than it had been before.
Hevith waited for a moment, hoping that perhaps one of them would respond.
No one did.
He called upon the elaron, drawing it through himself, and added to it the elaron that he could detect from the caravan.
He worried about drawing too much from them. In this form, in this Place of Knowing, Hevith had no way of distinguishing whom he drew off of. There was always the possibility he would call upon Coldan and the others of the Order, weakening them. They needed to maintain their connection to the elaron, if only so that they could continue to combat the Hith or whoever else they might face. By using this power in this way, Hevith ran the risk that he would draw too much from them.
“You are Jahor. I have come to find others like us.”
He tried to push forward, but something repelled him.
It was the first time he’d ever been aware of the elaron pushing him back.
The glowing between them began to intensify. It was almost as if the elaron started to shift, sliding from one to the other. They knew he was here.
Another idea came to him, but it was a bit more dangerous.
Seeing the way the elaron flowed between them, connecting to them, Hevith wondered if he might be able to use something similar.
He tried to solidify his form once again, using his control over the Place of Knowing, his connection to the elaron, and straining for a way to create his image. He could see them, and Hevith had to make it so they could see him.
Pulling on the power, he was aware of the way that he glowed, the power of the elaron surging around him. It was that power which Hevith thought he could command. Hevith focused on himself, not on them, and let the elaron come to him. He pulled upon more and more power, drawing it through him, guiding it to create his physical form from that energy. He focused on the image of Hevith.
He had never tried to use the elaron in such a way, and didn’t know if it could even be done, but he had to try. The more that he focused on the elaron, the more that he focused on trying to solidify the image he created, the more he thought he had the right of it.
He pushed again.
This time, something changed.
He could feel a reflection from the elaron flowing between them. As he forced more power into the Place of Knowing, and into himself, something shifted. He felt seated into the Place of Knowing in a way that he hadn’t been before.
“Please,” he said, letting the power of the elaron fill his words.
There came no response.
With as much as he held on to the elaron, turning himself into something that was somehow more, Hevith still didn’t achieve any significant change to his form.
The others remained motionless in front of him.
There had to be something he could do to get through to them. If it wasn’t going to be his use of the elaron, then perhaps it would be something different.
The Place of Knowing began to require too much strength. Hevith struggled with the power that his body needed in order for it to remain in this state. The only thing he could think of was trying to overwhelm what they held, but he worried doing so would provoke them. Hevith didn’t want to attack these others. He wanted to work with them.
They hadn’t responded, but he had to believe they could hear him. He had to keep trying. “You are Jahor. I can sense the elaron within you. We need your help so we can stop the Hith.”
Something changed then. There was a shimmering.
The connection between them started to twist, twirling with more and more power than there had been before. The elaron surged, seeming to come from some place in the middle of them.
One of the figures stepped forward.
Hevith waited.
The elaron streaked from them, toward Hevith, and in a flash of power, he was thrown back to his body.
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VOLATAR
I SAT ALONE in a small room within the dwul’ran city, power flowing around me. The room consisted of walls that seemed to be grown out of the tree itself, roots woven together to form the furniture, and somehow air flowed through here, giving a hint of a breeze that gusted through the rooms, providing fresh air. Small flowers grew up on the walls, which I found remarkable, given how far beneath the ground we were. Furniture seemed formed out of the roots as well, a table that grew up and became flattened, chairs that would not move, but were strangely comfortable. Everything about this place was hard for my mind to take in and process. I could feel power everywhere. Energy pulsated, filling me. The rest of the Jahor that had come with me remained out in the main chamber. Here it was only me by myself with my thoughts.
A knock came at the door, and I looked over to see Reldar standing there.
“You are troubled, Volatar.”
“I am troubled,” I said.
“Why?”
“If we have been such a scourge on your land, why is it that you have not acted before now?”
“Nothing happens quickly with our people. At least, not quickly according to your timelines. We have always been measured in our response.”
“It was more than that, though.”
“It was. Erianna begged us to find peace.”
The leader of the tu’alan should have mentioned more to him, but of course, she only shared what she thought necessary. “She said nothing of it when I was there.”
“She could not. It was for our people, not for man.”
I sat for a moment, staring at my hands, my mind working through things. “My people have lived in these lands for hundreds of years,” I started. “The homes of the Jahor once were incredible. Powerful. There was a time when the buildings of the Jahor carried the elaron within them. They flowed with power that seemed to be born of the land itself, working through everything, and everyone. Our people were connected.” I thought of the few times when I had seen evidence of it, and wished that I could have known more about it, wished that I could have known that time better. Unfortunately, there had not been that chance. The Hith had destroyed much of the Jahor cities before I had ever had an opportunity to see them in their glory. Later, the nature of the war had shifted, and before we had a chance to rebuild and try to re-create some of what had been lost, turmoil had come again.
“They were impressive,” Reldar said.
“They took on the elaron,” I said. I looked over at him. “In the time since I became the Volatar, I have often wondered how those Jahor knew how to imbue the buildings with the elaron. It was a technique I was not able to master. Given everything else I managed to do, my failings at understanding how to add the elaron to physical structures left me feeling as if I could and should do something more.”
“The cities of the Jahor once were a wondrous thing,” Reldar whispered.
“The Jahor never built them on their own, though,” I said.
I looked over to Reldar, meeting his eyes and looking for confirmation.
“No,” he said.
“They had help?”
“They had help,” he said. “The elaron is powerful, and in the right hands, it can be wielded in beautiful ways. In the wrong hands, it can cause great destruction. Death. Pain. We have tried to ensure that those who would wield the elaron can do so in ways that build and change the world so that we can use the great power as it was meant to be.”
“It was the dwul’ran and not the tu’alan.”
“As I said, all can learn to use power.”
I shook my head. Here I had thought that the tu’alan had been the creatures who had access to the elaron, but I hadn’t seen anything nearly as potent as what I saw with the dwul’ran. There was real power here.
“Why have you hidden?”
Reldar stood in the doorway, watching me for a moment. I didn’t know if he would do anything, or whether he would come into the room. With a wave of his hand, the elaron surged from him. A chair formed, rising from the ground, and he took a seat.
“We have spoken of the council and the request to take the fight to man. There were some who advocated for removing man altogether.”
“The ger’thin or the is’anish?”
Reldar sighed. “At first, it was the ger’thin. When they scattered, the is’anish felt the pressure of man, and they started advocating for a different approach.”
“War.”
“Not at first.”
I thought I understood. War, but not war among the tribes. Not among the is’anish and the others.
“You let them guide the attack.”
Reldar looked down. “We wanted to stay out of the machinations of man. In the time that they have lived in these lands, there have been countless battles. Wars waged over lands, over metals, even over people. None of those have been our concern as men have stayed away from our protections.”
“The is’anish now steer the war,” I said. “The one known as the Trilan now attacks.”
“We have seen.”
“What will you do about it?”
“There isn’t anything that can be done about it.”
“You don’t care that they have started to move. Not only against man, but against others of your kind?”
It still surprised me that they would be all of the same kind, though it made a certain sort of sense.
“They will not be able to reach us here.”
I looked over at him. “The tu’alan thought the same. Then the is’anish attacked. They were forced deeper into the forest. They barely managed to repel the assault.”
Reldar looked over at me. “They attacked the fyrwood?”
“You didn’t know.”
“We’ve heard little from Erianna. That isn’t uncommon. We can go years without word. The fyrwood is well protected, and they have ways of preventing even us from reaching them.”
“Not anymore, it seems.”
Reldar leaned back. “That is why you have come.”
“I have come because the one I know as the Trilan is the reason for the war. He is the reason my people have suffered. Again. He is the reason the Hith and Vicenz pressed their fight against the Jahor.” I sighed. “I went many years not knowing. Many years believing there was another answer. That all we had to do was stop the Hith. For a time, we had. My people knew peace.”
Now I understood why that peace couldn’t last. It angered me. All because of a war the tu’alan and the dwul’ran, among the others of their kind, had been unwilling to stop. All because they were hesitant to take action against the is’anish.
I would not hesitate.
“Who is he?” I asked Reldar. “I have faced him several times, but I still don’t know who he is. I want to learn so that I can prevent him from harming any more of my people.”
“If the is’anish have begun to move openly, then there is nothing you can do to prevent harm to your people.”
There was more to it, though. Reldar was afraid.
“What do you fear?”
“You would not understand.”
I grunted. “I’ve faced the is’anish. I would understand fearing them. But they can be killed.”
Reldar looked over to me then. “You have killed them?”
Drawing on the elaron, I added a twisting of the ne’rash to it as well. The combination formed my type of blade, one that left a swirl of power flowing out from me. I held on to it briefly. Only long enough to demonstrate, before withdrawing it.
Reldar retreated from it.
“They can die, as all creatures can die. Given what I’ve seen of the tu’alan, and what I suspect of you, your people have longer lives, but that doesn’t mean you are immortal.”
“If you have attacked them, they will come for you.”
“They have already come for me. I have only done what was necessary to protect my people.”
Reldar sat in silence.
“We need your help. If your kind, and the tu’alan, and whatever other tribes remain, recognize the threat the is’anish pose, then we need your help. We can—”
“We cannot act against them.”
“Why not?”
“The Conthail of the Tribes prevents it. It is an agreement. We will not wage the wars of man against each other.”
“Even if the is’anish have already violated it?”
Reldar squeezed his eyes shut. “We must have confirmation.”
“How?”
“I must speak to Erianna.”
I sighed. That wasn’t going to be easy. Or possible, I suspected. Given how the tu’alan had retreated deeper into the forest, and how they had been attacked before, I doubted there would be anything that the tu’alan would be able to say.
Even if Reldar went to the tu’alan, given the timeframe of what he described, it could take years before they came to a decision. We didn’t have that time. Which meant that we would have to continue our fight against the is’anish on our own.
I had to understand why Erianna had wanted me to come this way.
I had thought that it was so that we could find a way to defeat the is’anish, but that didn’t seem to be the case. What reason would she have for sending us here? The elaron was here. That might matter, but could there be another reason?
“Tell me more about the ger’thin.”
“They are the lost tribe. We don’t speak of them.”
“Yet you have. What connection did they share? I assume the different tribes all have a different connection to the great powers.”
“We each have a connection, though some of them are more tightly linked than others.”
“What about the ger’thin?”
I suspected they were bound to the ne’rash. That would have to be why Reldar retreated from it when I used that power.
“They had a unique connection. Their connection to the great power was different than ours.”
“Different than your connection to the elaron?”
“Different than a connection that we had to the other powers.”
“What could they do?”
“It doesn’t matter. They are gone. Scattered.”
“I thought you said that they had joined with several of the other tribes.”
“Some did, but very few. For the most part, they disappeared. Those who joined the other tribes did so and fell silent.”
“Did any of them join your tribe?”
“One of them did, but he did not remain a part of us for long.”
“Why not?”
“It is difficult to live outside of your tribe. There is a certain comfort in being with your tribe, getting to share in the same understanding of the great power. Losing that changes things for them.”
“What do you mean?”
“When you don’t share the same connection to one of your tribe, you lose the opportunity to have that same understanding, the knowledge of how to use the great power.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. You should still be able to use the great power.”
“Not if you are forbidden that.”
I frowned at him. “Why would they have been forbidden?”
“When you join another tribe, you are expected to use the great power of that tribe. You are not to use the power of your other tribe. It is all quite complicated, Volatar.”
“It sounds as if it is all quite unfortunate,” I said.
“Unfortunate to you, perhaps, but it is the way.”
“So you don’t have any of that tribe with you anymore.”
“No longer.”
“What of the others?”
“I don’t know. We don’t discuss such things.”
I leaned back, thinking about what I knew.
Somehow, I was going to have to uncover where the is’anish had gone, how I might be able to defeat them, but I didn’t know if I would have the strength and power to do so. They would be powerful.
They might be more powerful than what I could handle.
If they were like the dwul’ran, and the tu’alan, the only way I was going to be able to take the fight to the is’anish would be with their help.
My people wouldn’t be able to manage it, not nearly as well as what I would prefer. We had come here looking for answers. We had come thinking we might be able to find an understanding of what it would take for us to defeat the is’anish. Only I didn’t know that we found anything here. Only more questions.
If the dwul’ran weren’t willing to help us, then how were we going to get that support ? The tu’alan hadn’t been willing to help, either.
I sat in place, focusing on the elaron. It filled me. It was the energy of this place, a powerful sort of connection.
“When I came here,” I started, “I could feel another power.”
“There are many great powers,” Reldar said.
“Only this time, I could feel another great power, and I could feel how this place was guarded against the ne’rash.”
“The ne’rash is not the power of the dwul’ran. That is the is’anish. It is a power of destruction.”
“That hasn’t been my experience. The ne’rash can be a power of destruction, but it can do more, as well. I have used the ne’rash in ways that have allowed me to protect myself. To protect my people.” I looked over to Reldar. “What other great power are your people connected to?”
“I cannot tell you.”
I smiled. Here I thought that it was only the elaron. Of course it wouldn’t be. The tu’alan had a connection to the elaron, as well. That had to be why the tu’alan had wanted me to come toward the dwul’ran. I needed answers. Supposedly, I would get some answers here, though I no longer knew if that was entirely true.
“What about the ger’thin?”
“As I said, we don’t speak of such things.” Reldar got to his feet, and he clasped his hands in front of him. Even standing, he was still short—much shorter than me.
I looked at him for a long moment, focusing on the elaron that flowed from him. There was a considerable energy coming from him. I held on to that connection, testing whether there might be something more I could detect from him, but I could not.
Whatever other great power he connected to was beyond my ability to grasp. It wasn’t the elaron and the ne’rash. Not like me. Perhaps there were others who shared a similar connection. Perhaps there were not, though.
I nodded to Reldar.
“It’s time for us to leave, isn’t it?”
“You have gained what you needed to gain,” he said. “It is time for you to depart.”
“You won’t help.”
“As I have shared, I cannot.”
“I understand,” I said. “I don’t like it, but I understand.”
From the map that he had shown me using his connection to the elaron, I was able to make out the locations of the other tribes. There was one beyond, though I had a feeling that wasn’t the is’anish.
South.
Of course it would be south.
That was the direction of the Hith.
That was the direction of the war. That was where we needed to go. Where we needed to continue the fight. That was where we needed to ensure that we knew what more would have to be done. I held on to the elaron, embracing that power within me. There was a considerable surge of energy, enough that I could feel it flowing.
It filled me with power, it filled me with the awareness of that energy. And within that, I knew that I had gained something here.
A reconnection to the elaron.
I had needed that.
Now that I was here, I could feel the elaron in ways that I had not in quite some time. It powered me, granting me strength, and more than that, it helped me neutralize the ne’rash in ways that I had also not known that I had needed.
I look toward the door. “You may not want to take part in war, but it might come to you regardless. My experience with war is that there are times when you don’t get to choose.”
“We are safe here.”
I grunted. “My family thought that we were safe where we were, too. We were not.”
I stepped out into the hall, and Reldar guided me along until we reached the main area where the others were.
Coldan glanced over to me, and I nodded.
We were guided back out through the halls, the glowing persisting, and when we stepped into a massive chamber, it spiraled overhead, opening up above us. I followed it, taking the stairs leading back out, and paused back out in the forest.
Sunlight streamed down.
I felt a connection to the elaron, different than I had when I had descended. I looked at the others with me, and struggled with what to do or say. We needed to do something.
“What now?” Colton asked.
“We thought we had to head north,” I said. “But he showed us otherwise.”
“Are you sure that you can trust it?”
“As sure as I can be,” I said. “If we keep going north, we will meet with another tribe, not one that we need to be concerned with. I’m more concerned about which of the tribes in the south are responsible for these attacks.”
“I thought the is’anish were responsible.”
“I think so.”
Coldan arched a brow. “Think? Did he tell you something that would make you think otherwise?”
“It’s just something that troubles me.”
“What?”
“According to Reldar, the is’anish have a connection to the ne’rash.”
“Why does that trouble you?”
“Because I have a connection to the ne’rash, and what I saw from the creatures that attacked us is that they are not bonded to the ne’rash. They understand it, but they don’t understand the elaron.”
“You aren’t making any sense.”
I looked around the clearing, toward the faces of the other Jahor with us, and realized that I wasn’t. At the same time, I didn’t know if I could make any sense.
We had to keep moving. There was something else that troubled me about what Reldar had said. It was about war.
They had a treaty, an agreement they wouldn’t fight each other, but we had seen that treaty had been violated. Whatever agreement they had with each other that they wouldn’t attack was not necessarily one that all of the tribes would commit to.
Perhaps that was what I needed to find.
“Hevith?”
I closed my eyes. We could head back to the tu’alan, though we had already seen what happened there. We had come west as they had suggested, traveling in the direction where they claimed we would find the answers we needed. There had been no answers here.
Nothing but more questions. With that being the case, I wouldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there would be answers in the south. I thought of the map that Reldar had shown us.
Opening my eyes, I nodded to Coldan. “I know where we need to go.”
“Where?”
“It’s not going to be an easy journey.”
“These days, nothing has been easy when it comes to you.”
“This will be particularly difficult,” I said.
He only nodded.
We wouldn’t want to bring a large party with us. Anything too unwieldy would make it difficult for us to move with the speed that I thought we needed to take.
Which meant that we would have to keep only those who had already traveled with us. Even that might be too many.
I wasn’t willing to abandon any of them. If any preferred to return to the fortress—what had now become a palace—they could. Hopefully we had enough supplies to rebuild the place in ways that would permit it to become something more.
“We travel south.”
“How far south?” Coldan asked.
“South.”
He held my gaze and then nodded.
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HEVITH
WHEN HEVITH OPENED HIS EYES, he looked over to Coldan. He gripped the reins of Hevith’s horse, leading him forward in a steady march, every so often glancing in Hevith’s direction. His jaw clenched as if he were trying to fight back a surge of anger or irritation. Knowing Coldan as he did, that was probably what he was doing. Hevith sucked in a sharp breath.
“You’re back,” Coldan said. “What happened?”
Hevith shook his head, struggling to understand that answer himself. Just as he had thought that he was getting through to them, something had changed and they had attacked him with elaron.
Not attacked.
Forced him back. They pushed him away from the Place of Knowing, forcing him down and back into his body.
That was the level of control that Hevith wanted to master. If he were able to do something like that…
It was why he needed to find someone like them so that he could learn. Without their guidance, Hevith wondered if he would be able to do anything like what he detected.
“I don’t know what happened. I found them. I couldn’t reach them. They’re powerful.”
“Jahor?”
Hevith nodded. “At least, I think so. They control the elaron in a way that’s even greater than Valtek.”
Coldan pursed his lips as he frowned at Hevith. “It’s not so much Valtek that would impress me.”
“Fine. They control it better than I can.”
And they had responded when he’d mentioned the Hith. That had to matter.
So much for him thinking that there wasn’t a way for him to communicate in that form. They had known. They had chosen to answer only when he’d mentioned the Hith.
“What are they doing there?”
“As far as I can tell, they’re preventing us from getting to them. They have a way of controlling the elaron and blocking us from getting close.” He thought about what he’d detected when he was there and whether that was something that he could recreate. He thought he could, but it would be difficult for him to do so. They had borrowed the power from each other, sharing it among the others. Though Hevith could do the same with the Jahor, there were limits to his ability—and to those who travelled with him. “They know we’re here, though.”
“If they know we’re here, and if they’re Jahor, why aren’t they willing to help?” Coldan asked.
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t know.”
Hevith looked toward the distant sense of what he detected of the elaron. There was that which he sensed from the Jahor traveling with him, and there was that which he detected in the distance from these others. That was new.
He turned the horse, leading them toward what he picked up on in the distance.
“What are you doing?” Coldan asked.
Hevith pointed. “I feel them.”
“That way?”
“That’s the way I feel them.”
“Are you sure they aren’t trying to send you somewhere else?”
Hevith looked over to Coldan and shrugged. “It’s possible. When it comes to these others, I just don’t know. They have a level of control I think I might have learned from Mel were she to have lived.”
Hevith motioned for him to follow and they headed toward that distant sense of the elaron.
It began to grow increasingly intense the further that they traveled.
Hevith focused on that, pushing away the awareness of the elaron coming from the Jahor they traveled with. He wished that he knew some way to shield the presence of the Jahor with him, but he didn’t have that knowledge and skill. Yet.
If he were to spend time with these others, he thought that maybe he would be able to learn how to use that power in the same way.
“This isn’t the way we went before,” Coldan said.
“I know.”
It was different, though from what Hevith could tell, they had guided them away intentionally. That was their way of trying to mask their presence.
They hid here. That was what he detected.
This close to Vor, and there were Jahor who had the ability to mask their presence, somewhat the same as how Valtek had concealed the presence of the village from anyone so they didn’t get too close. This was similar but not quite the same. In this case, they hid it by making anyone who would get too close go in a different direction.
That was a powerful use of the elaron.
Now they seemed as if they wanted him to know how to reach them.
Unless they didn’t and this was nothing more than a trap as well.
Hevith focused on what he could detect of the elaron. That was the key to this. Find these others…
They topped a small hill. The landscape shifted.
Hevith could feel something else around him shift. There was a different feeling of power, a different awareness that came all around him. It came from the elaron, but it was a use of the elaron he hadn’t known before.
He stared into the distance.
“Do you see anything?” he asked Coldan.
Coldan sat atop his horse, towering over the poor creature. In the time that Hevith had been traveling with Coldan, he’d grown increasingly immense. “There’s a small stream down there. A grove of trees. Nothing beyond.”
Hevith squinted against the bright sunlight. Coldan’s eyesight was better than his. Probably another benefit to his connection to the elaron. “I see the stream, but I don’t see anything else down there.”
“You don’t see the trees?”
Hevith smiled. “The trees, but there should be something more. From the power of the elaron I detect, there should be something much more considerable there.”
He could feel it. The energy surged from down below him, and all he could feel was how much power was there. He started the horse forward again, riding as quickly as he could.
Coldan kept pace. He didn’t say anything as they rode. The elaron continued to build.
Then he noticed a shimmering. It swirled around him. Power.
Hevith slowed.
Coldan remained with him. There had been a moment when he’d been concerned that the way that this power flowed around them would separate him from Coldan. He knew these others had the ability to use their power to prevent them from getting too close unless they wanted them to.
Hevith probed with the elaron, looking for anything that might be more dangerous. Other than the overwhelming sense of power he had around him, he didn’t detect anything else. That worried him.
“Keep alert,” he whispered.
Coldan unsheathed his sword.
The curved blade glowed with a soft white light. Hevith didn’t know if Coldan were in control of that connection to the elaron or whether that happened by chance. Perhaps it didn’t matter.
He focused on the elaron. There was that which flowed within him. It was a pool of power, a connection to the source of the elaron, and he was able to feel it as it surged within him. There was the sense of the elaron near him that came from Coldan. That was different than what was within Hevith, though there was a sense that it was no less powerful. Unique in the way that he connected to it, but still potent.
Then there was what he detected behind him. It came from the Jahor traveling with them. They had a connection to the elaron, though the connection they shared was different. Hevith was aware of it in a distinct sense, one that left him knowing that power was there, but also knowing that it wasn’t fully tapped.
Before him was something more.
Elaron, but refined elaron.
He could feel it in a way that he’d never known before. Even when he’d been around Mel, he hadn’t felt anything quite like this. It was a holding of the power, a way of using it that he longed to understand. If he could do that, and if he could use it in that way, then he thought he might be able to fully stop the Hith. Hevith could use that power and he could overcome anything they would do.
“They’re here,” he said softly.
“I don’t see them,” Coldan said.
Hevith nodded. “They’re hiding themselves.”
Would he be able to use the elaron to unmask them?
He didn’t want any surprises, and he certainly didn’t want anything to happen to Coldan.
Hevith had to try to use the elaron and release whatever they’d done to hide themselves. He focused on that power.
It was distinct. There was something about it that made it difficult for him to detect. And if it were difficult for him to detect, he had to think that it would be the same for the Hith.
That had to be why they were controlling it in this way. It wasn’t only to keep Hevith from detecting them. It was to keep the Hith from knowing there were Jahor here.
Hevith struggled with the power that was there, and he held on to what he could find, trying to grasp the energy that was there. All he had to do was take it, then he could pull on it, and he might be able to…
There.
The edge of the power was nearby.
He could latch on to that.
Hevith hadn’t tried reaching for it in that way before, but as he grasped for it, he was aware of how that power layered over things. If he could slide beneath the layer he could peel it away. It was similar to how he had connected to the others with him. When he had done that before, he had sent lines of the elaron from him and to these others. He could use that now. Hevith slipped a surge of the elaron beneath what he detected.
That power slithered beneath the protections that these others had placed and he was able to find a way to get beneath them. Then he pulled.
There came a separation. The elaron shifted.
It didn’t disappear. Hevith didn’t know if he would be able to remove it completely, but he was able to move it. When he did, the masking that had been there lifted just a little. Coldan surged forward.
What had he seen?
It took Hevith a moment to know. He saw the shifting of something in front of him, though he couldn’t tell what it was. Just that the power he pulled upon made it so that it was clearer to him.
They raced forward.
Hevith still tried to pull the power away. When he did, he could feel something resisting him. They were aware of what he did.
Coldan slashed with his sword.
“No!”
Hevith didn’t want Coldan to fight anyone here.
Coldan swung through a series of movements, attacking as if there was something here for him to fight. There was nothing.
Hevith dragged on the energy of the elaron, peeling it away.
That seemed to be crucial. Whatever Coldan saw made it so that he thought he had to attack. What did he see, though?
There wasn’t anything that Hevith could see, but given these others’ control over the elaron, he wouldn’t be surprised if they had some way of creating illusions, the same sort of illusions that Valtek managed. Hevith continued to draw upon the elaron.
There was something there. A flickering, something he thought he could grasp, but then it was gone. Hevith pulled on that again. As he did, everything changed for him.
The image that he saw in front of him shifted, and now there was a massive river. The more he pulled, the more the image transformed. Then the forest changed. Pulling again, he saw a wide gorge stretching before him.
None of this was real.
Hevith knew it wasn’t real, but why would they test him like this?
They knew he was Jahor. They had allowed him to reach them, permitting him to detect their elaron. Without them doing so, Hevith wouldn’t have been able to find them. They wanted him to come.
This must be some sort of test.
If it was a test, then what did they want of him?
Hevith focused on the elaron, straining for whether there was anything he might be able to remove in order for him to be able to see beyond the masking they used upon him.
Each time that he pulled upon the elaron, everything shifted again.
At one point, there was a massive field of grain, then another forest, then another image of the alley with an enormous rushing river flowing through it. Finally, Hevith pulled again, and he saw a gleaming white city in the background.
Hevith held on to that image.
That was the image he thought he needed to see and to better understand just what they were trying to show him. It reminded him of the stories Valtek had shared with him.
That couldn’t be coincidence.
Hevith focused on the elaron.
Everything shimmered.
Where was Coldan?
His friend had to be somewhere nearby, though the last time Hevith had seen him, he had been slashing and hacking, fighting some invisible foe. For all Hevith knew, Coldan had been fighting the Hith.
It would fit, though. Given what they had seen, and given what he knew, he wouldn’t be surprised that Coldan had been facing the Hith, thinking that he had to do so in order to reach some place of safety.
He pushed again, straining against this emptiness, pressing through it in order for him to determine if there was anything more he might be able to uncover.
As before, the pressure led him nowhere.
Hevith focused on the brightness of the elaron on the ground.
That was the key.
Hevith thought he needed to try to find a way to slide beneath the elaron to disrupt an illusion that they had formed. If he could do that, then he thought he might be able to see beyond.
He stopped moving.
Rather than going anywhere, Hevith focused instead on what he could detect, and on the energy that he knew was there. In doing so, Hevith thought that he could hold on to that sense of the elaron, use it and uncover where these others were.
They weren’t that far from him. He believed they were nearby.
All of this was a test.
If so, then he had to find his way beyond it.
It was tied to the elaron.
Did they want to know whether or not he was powerful enough to be worthy of their attention? Or was there some other reason that they tested him? Did they want to see if there was something more that he might be able to uncover?
Hevith pulled upon the power that existed within him.
He used that to link with the rest of the elaron. There was more near him. That was what he had to hold on to, and if he could wrap himself in it, he thought that he might be able to uncover more about what was happening around him.
He slipped through the elaron.
Everything fluttered for another moment.
That fluttering was the key to understanding just what they were trying to do to him. Not only that, but he needed to figure out what had happened to Coldan.
He focused on the sense of his friend.
Coldan had a distinct connection to the elaron. It was one Hevith knew, as he was the one who had bound his friend to it. Hevith turned toward him.
Rather than trying to fight the illusion that formed around him, Hevith attempted a different strategy.
He called to the power he detected. He wrapped it around Coldan.
He formed a barrier. Much like these others had formed the blockade that prevented him from getting too close, Hevith used a similar barrier in order to protect himself and Coldan from whatever happened around them.
It shifted, shimmering everything around them, leaving little more than a bleak and empty landscape. Coldan swung toward him, and Hevith raised his hands, pushing out with the elaron in a burst of bright light.
It forced Coldan back.
He took a step, nothing more than that, and backed away from Hevith.
“Hevith?” Coldan blinked, looking around, and lowered his sword slowly.
“It’s a test,” Hevith said.
“What sort of test?”
Hevith shook his head as he looked around. No longer did he see the rolling landscape and the smattering of trees or the stream or the grain or anything else that he had seen in the image before. Now he only saw bleak rock.
Could this be what was real?
“I’m not entirely sure. I could feel it when we started to push through it. It’s almost as if they were trying to fight what we were doing.”
“Why would they fight it?”
“I think they wanted to prevent us from reaching them, or they wanted to test whether or not we could.” Hevith glanced around him, probing again with the elaron. “I’m not entirely sure.”
“Is this real?”
Hevith shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know whether this is real or whether what they were showing us before was real.”
“I saw Hith. Dozens upon dozens of Hith. They were attacking…” He squeezed his eyes shut, and a pained expression crossed his face. When he opened his eyes, he looked down. “I thought I was done for. I thought you were. It was horrible.”
There was real agony in his voice. Hevith understood the source of it. Coldan wanted nothing more than to offer his protection to Hevith and the others with him. He had committed to it. He was Jahor. He was one of the Order.
“I’m sorry they made you suffer like that.”
“I thought I’d failed you.”
“You haven’t.”
“That’s what I feared, though.” He took a shaky breath and turned to Hevith. “What did you see?”
“Images of the landscape around us. Flashes. I think it changed because I held on to the elaron, trying to pull it away from what they were doing.”
“If I saw something I feared, what if that was something you feared?”
Hevith didn’t think that was the case, but it was possible. He’d traveled enough during his days that seeing something like that would be horrible to him. How could it not? In that image, he wouldn’t be able to rest. There was always something beyond. Something more. Then there had been the flash of the city, an image that was too much like what Valtek had mentioned to him. Perhaps that wasn’t even real, but Hevith had a feeling there was something about it that was real.
“Maybe it was,” he whispered.
Coldan leaned close to him. “What do we do now?”
Hevith still held onto the barrier, pushing back the energy of these others. He could feel the way they attempted to reach him, using their connection to the elaron in order to do so, but by holding out, by pushing back, Hevith could withstand it. He had to.
“We need to keep moving.”
“Where?”
Hevith nodded into the distance. “Toward them.”
“If they have some way of tormenting us, how do you expect us to be able to escape?”
Hevith looked around him. They had used their strange power to mask everything around him, but he could create this barrier around him and use that in order for him to see something else. By holding on to this, Hevith was able to push back what they attempted to do to them.
“We hold steady as we push forward.”
“Hold steady on what?”
“On the elaron.”
He took a step forward.
It pushed the barrier with him.
Hevith continued.
Each step shifted things around him, each of them moving the barrier around them, using that so that they could press outward.
“I’m worried about the others,” Coldan said.
“They’ll be fine. You left enough of the Order to keep them safe.”
“They wouldn’t be able to combat anything like this,” Coldan said. “I wasn’t able to combat anything like this. If they’re targeted with an illusion of danger like we encountered…”
“I think this is just for us,” Hevith said.
“Why?”
He shook his head. “I don’t really know.”
They continued moving, and with each step, he pushed the barrier out from him, using that to slide across the ground, away from them. The further they went, the easier it was for Hevith to understand what he was trying to do. In this case, it was to hold on to the barrier. Use that as they slipped forward.
The further they went, the more that he began to feel something else.
There was power around them.
It was the growing power of the elaron.
It came from the distance, but it grew increasingly potent the further they went. It was something that Hevith knew from his time with the elaron, but this was nothing like what he had been able to use. This was the elaron, but this was something else, as well.
Power.
This was the others. They were out there. Not much further.
What would happen when they reached the others?
Nothing around them changed. The landscape remained the same, and they continued to take step after step, guiding the horses forward as they traveled. Hevith focused on holding on to the elaron, nothing more than that, sliding the barrier that he formed in front of him.
Then they couldn’t go any further.
“What is it?” Coldan asked.
“There’s something here.”
“These people?”
Hevith pushed outward with the barrier, shoving just a little. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
He couldn’t detect anything more, though as he pushed, there was the feeling that there was something more in front of him.
He pushed outward on the elaron.
And met resistance.
Another push.
This time, there was more resistance.
“They’re here,” he whispered.
“What happens now?”
Hevith looked around him. In the time that they’d been walking, the landscape hadn’t changed. It looked to be rock, all barren, as if the life had been drained from it. Bleak and dangerous. A natural barrier. Were they to try to bring the wagons this way, they wouldn’t be able to succeed. This was a barricade…
And it wasn’t natural.
Hevith smiled to himself. Layers.
It was similar to what Valtek had done to protect his village, only in this case, the layers were such that he thought that he should be able to overcome them. Still, he didn’t see a way for him to push past it.
There had to be something.
Hevith focused his attention on the ground. He’d been moving the elaron, and the landscape hadn’t been changing. What if he’d done nothing more than to drag the illusion with him?
Probing with the elaron, Hevith tried to reach beneath the surface, stretching to see if there was anything more he might be able to uncover.
There.
What he detected was subtle.
The elaron he pulled dragged along the surface, barely disrupting anything else.
There was something, though.
The more that Hevith probed, the easier it was for him to know that he detected something. Pull this free, and then…
He didn’t know what he’d find. The resistance out there suggested that there was something more in front of him. That was what he needed to be able to master. Hevith probed more deeply with the elaron.
Then it came free.
The ground shifted, shimmering and changing as it had before.
This time, when it changed, Hevith watched the transformation. The shimmering was distinct, something Hevith could track and was fully aware of happening. He noted the way the ground rippled. Grasses and flowers became visible. As he continued to probe with the elaron, he worried that those grasses and flowers weren’t real, but he kept pushing with the elaron, and everything about them solidified.
They were here. They were real.
“What did you do?” Coldan asked.
“We were still trapped within whatever they were trying to hold,” Hevith said.
“Why would they do this to us?”
“I’m not entirely sure. It’s almost as if they’re testing us, but I don’t know at what point they’ll decide the testing has been enough.”
They were concerned about the Hith. Hevith understood that, and understood there would be reason to mask their presence from the Hith, but why force him to go through so many layers?
He thought about what they had faced, the dangers that they had encountered, and he thought about the Vicenz, and the way they were able to hold and trap power. Morad. Mother. Others like them.
This wasn’t designed to test the Jahor. This was designed to drain a Vicenz of power.
Hevith continued to pull away at the illusion.
“What if this puts us in danger?” Coldan asked.
“I don’t think that’s the intention.”
“You don’t think, but you don’t know, either.”
Hevith looked over to him, shaking his head. “I don’t know.”
He pulled upon the power, letting it stretch out from him, probing deeply.
With each passing moment, he thought that he was right. He thought that what he attempted was real. He thought that what he tried to do here was what he needed to do.
The illusion continued to fade, disappearing into little more than nothingness.
The grasses and flowers spread around them. Distantly, Hevith thought he heard a bird chirping, and the gray sky that he had seen all around him faded away, leaving him with a bright blue sky shining overhead. The sun burned down from its midday peak, warm and comforting.
He looked over to Coldan. He squeezed the hilt of his sword, everything in his body tense and ready, prepared for the possibility that he was going to need to attack. Hevith appreciated that about Coldan, but worried that if he were to attack, they would upset these others.
Given that they were testing them, and aware that they were challenging them, Hevith thought that perhaps they deserved whatever happened to them. He continued to peel away the illusion, drawing as much as he could, separating that power out.
Finally, he felt the limits of it.
There was no more for him to withdraw. Nothing more for him to take away.
The illusion was gone.
In the distance, he caught sight of a line of figures.
They stood in front of a forest.
Hevith stared at the forest, probing with the elaron, wondering whether or not that was real. Had he seen that in the Place of Knowing? He didn’t think he had, and if it wasn’t there, then he didn’t know if it was real. He didn’t think that the Place of Knowing could be disguised in such a way. That was something that shouldn’t be able to be cheated, not like this. He continued to probe, and didn’t feel anything more, nothing that suggested this was an illusion.
Which meant the forest was real.
Of course, Hevith had thought that the bleak landscape around him had been real as well, and that had been nothing more than an illusion that he had carried with him.
He started forward, guiding Coldan toward them.
“Do you see them?” he asked.
Coldan nodded. “I see them. Are they the ones responsible for this?”
“I’m not sure, but I think it’s likely.”
As he reached them, Hevith wondered whether he would finally have answers. He had wanted to know something about them, to know whether they might be able to help them understand the elaron, and whether they had a better connection than what he possessed, but everything he had encountered so far had told him the answer to that question in emphatic terms.
They did.
Hevith slowed as he approached.
One of the figures stepped forward. Elaron swirled around them, leading them to glow. They wore a pale white robe, and even that seemed to glow, carrying the power of the elaron with it.
The others were hidden, almost as if that elaron illuminated so much that he couldn’t see anything beyond them.
“We have been waiting for you, Hevith Alaster.”
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HEVITH
AS HEVITH STARTED FORWARD, Coldan grabbed him and kept him from going too far.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Coldan whispered.
Hevith looked up at him. “They’ve been waiting for me.”
“Don’t you think that’s all a bit suspect? We’ve been trying to push through here, and trying to understand what they would do and why they would summon you, and now suddenly after all of this testing, you’re willing to go with them?”
“I think we need to.”
Coldan stared at the figures, his gaze lingering on the one in the front. “What if these are the Vicenz?”
“Other than Morad and Mother, we haven’t found any others of them. These aren’t the Vicenz.”
Saying it did nothing to ease Coldan’s mind, Hevith knew. He would be worried, and thinking that he would need to do something to ensure the safety of Hevith and the rest of the Jahor, but he wouldn’t be able to do that here. Hevith had a strong feeling they wouldn’t be able to do anything against these others. That was why he needed to be here. This was what he’d been seeing in the Place of Knowing. This was what had drawn him here.
This was the next step in understanding the Jahor and how they could offer them more than what they had so far. This was the next step in understanding what they could do as a people.
Hevith hadn’t come across anyone else who could use the elaron like this. Valtek had some ability but nothing like this. And if he could learn to control it the way that they did, then he could use it to help the rest of the Jahor.
“We need to go with them,” Hevith said. He watched Coldan, but he said nothing. Hevith was thankful that he didn’t argue. There wasn’t anything Coldan would have been able to say anyway. At this point, Hevith wanted to know what these others might be able to offer to them. If anything.
Turning his attention to the lead man, he stepped forward. “I am Hevith Alaster. Who do I have the privilege of meeting?”
The man stared at him for a long moment. The elaron radiated from him and then swooped away, streaking through Hevith.
There was a hint of resistance, as if the elaron were testing him, but there was nothing painful about it. As far as Hevith could tell, they weren’t trying to do anything to harm him, either. This was a test, though it was a strange sort of test and Hevith didn’t know what it would take for him to pass. It was different than what he had experienced reaching this place.
“How is it that you do not know?”
Hevith glanced to Coldan briefly before turning his attention back to the glowing form of the man. “Why should I know? We’ve been traveling a long time. We’re trying to—”
“Lead the Jahor to war. We know.”
“You know.”
There was something in the tone that sounded agitated and irritated with Hevith, though he didn’t think that he could be concerned by that. Of greater concern was the way that they suddenly started to glow. Each of the other figures took on that light, the energy of the elaron, and it surged between them, flowing from one to the other. It reminded him of what he had seen in the Place of Knowing, but there was something else about it that he thought he needed to be concerned by.
They were turning it toward him. Hevith reached for the elaron within him.
He wanted to be ready. Not to attack. Hevith hoped it wouldn’t come down to that, but he wanted to be prepared for the possibility that something more would happen to them and that he would have to prove himself. He had a sense from them that was what they demanded.
Connected to the elaron as he was, he focused on what he could detect of the wagon caravan. That was there behind him, a distant awareness. All he had to do was reach for that sense and he thought that he might be able to call that power to him.
“We have been aware of the summons. You have made your desire clear.”
The leader faced Hevith and the elaron flowed out from him again.
“Did you call me to you to challenge me?” Hevith asked.
Coldan tensed.
Hevith understood. Were this to go the wrong way, they would both need to be prepared to escape. Whether or not that meant fighting their way to freedom, he didn’t know. Hevith hoped that wasn’t the case, but he was going to have to be prepared for the possibility that it was.
“You came to us.”
“I came looking for Jahor. You are Jahor, aren’t you?”
He tensed. If he were wrong…
Hevith didn’t think that he had been wrong. There was what he had detected. That had to be Jahor.
“We have remained safe from the Hith assault for decades. Now you have begun to draw their attention.”
Hevith frowned. “You’ve remained safe? I don’t think so. The Jahor are under attack. We’ve come from the north and we’ve seen what happens to the Jahor when the Hith come for our people.”
“Are they your people?”
Hevith looked at the man. Really looked at him this time.
There wasn’t anything about him that he could make out. The glowing from the elaron hid his features enough that Hevith didn’t think he could see through them. He struggled, though. He tried to see what was beyond, whether there was anything he might be able to find out about the man who challenged him, but he could not.
Hevith had to find a way to look past the elaron.
He thought he could. The elaron wasn’t meant to mask the Jahor from one another, but that was what this man was doing.
He took a deep breath.
There had to be some way for him to pull away the elaron concealing this man from him. Hevith tugged on it, focusing on elaron, and he thought about what he had done when he had used the elaron against the illusion before. This would be the same sort of thing.
Gradually, he started to notice something.
It was a faint shifting. A shimmering. It was the same sort of thing that he had noticed when he had been pulling upon the illusions.
Why would they be using it like this upon him now?
“The Jahor are my people,” Hevith said. “I have vowed to offer whatever protection I can to them, and to provide safety.”
“By bringing your people into war?”
This came from one of the others behind the leader.
Hevith turned his attention toward them. The brightness of the elaron made it difficult for him to identify who had spoken, but he could tell a general direction.
“The Jahor have hidden from the Hith for long enough.”
“You know so much about what they have done?”
Hevith could feel Coldan tensing near him.
“No. I don’t know what the Jahor have been through. I don’t know whether my choice is the right one or not, all I know is the Jahor continue to suffer. They continue to live in fear. The Jahor don’t deserve that fate. I intend to bring our people to safety. For now, that means leading them toward danger, but it also means that we have the hope of a future where they won’t live in fear any longer.”
The lead Jahor turned toward him, the elaron swirling around him again, and he pushed once more out with that power. It started toward Hevith, swirling around him, and he braced himself. This time, rather than allowing that power to sweep through him, he pushed against it, fighting back.
He had no intention of allowing them to attack him, to target him the way that they had done before. He wasn’t going to stand here and let them harm him.
Hevith sent energy toward them. The leader looked at him.
The energy Hevith used upon him dispersed, sweeping over him before disappearing. Hevith hadn’t expected it to do much to him, but he was pleased to see him jump.
“You called me here,” Hevith said. “When I was in the Place of Knowing, you allowed me to find you.”
“That was you?”
This voice came from the end of the line, and there was something almost familiar about it. Hevith turned toward the sound of that voice.
“That was me. I’m still learning my control over it. It’s difficult, but I found you. That’s why I’m here. I’m trying to find as many of the Jahor as possible, to gather them together.”
“What would you do if you gathered them together?” the leader asked.
Hevith turned his attention toward them, and he continued to focus on them, and he tried to see beyond the elaron that was there. As before, he could not.
“I would unite them. That is my intention. Already our numbers have swelled to over a thousand. Many of them are from the north, gathered from Yarshin and beyond, but there are several hundred from these lands.”
“There are no more Jahor in these lands,” someone else said.
Hevith had a sense it was not directed toward him. “You might not think so, but I can assure you there are. I have used the inestar to—”
“The inestar has been lost.”
Hevith couldn’t tell who spoke. “The inestar was not lost. I have it.”
“How is it that you have it?” the leader asked.
“I…” Hevith looked over to Coldan. Did it matter if he shared? He had a sense that these Jahor—and he was increasingly certain that they were Jahor—knew about the inestar. “I was taken from Yarshin, brought to a prison where soldiers of the Order had been captured. We broke free.” Hevith didn’t think anyone needed to know the details of how they had broken free and why it mattered. “And made our way back to Yarshin, where we reclaimed the inestar from the Hith who had attempted to steal it from the Movras.”
“How is it that he knows all of this?”
“Perhaps he’s telling the truth.”
“The inestar was lost. Everything that we heard suggested that it was lost.”
“The inestar—”
Hevith stepped forward. “The inestar was lost. That much was true. The inestar has once again been found. I have it. You ask whether there are Jahor in these lands, and I tell you there are. If you would pay attention to the summons of the inestar, you might even feel it now.”
Hevith paused for a moment, focusing on the energy of the inestar. He couldn’t detect it all that well from where he stood, though he knew it had to be somewhere out there. Valtek would continue to call through it, to draw energy through it, and as he did, Hevith thought they could use the power that Valtek summoned in order for them to prove the presence of the inestar.
Another realization came to him.
“You knew about the inestar,” he said.
The leader turned to him. The elaron around him seemed to glow a little bit less than it had before, though there was still some power lingering there. The man’s features were almost visible. Almost.
“We knew about the inestar.”
Hevith thought about what he knew of the inestar’s history. He thought about what he knew of what happened with the inestar, the way that it had been carried…
He looked over to Coldan. “You were bringing the inestar to the north. To the Movras.”
He nodded. “We were trying to bring it to safety.”
“Do you know who sent it with you?”
Coldan shook his head. “We never learned. It was passed from soldiers of the Order to other soldiers of the Order. By the time it reached us, we knew only that we had to bring the device to Yarshin. It was imperative it not fall to the Hith. That was why we had protected it is much as we had.”
Hevith squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, thinking through everything that he had been through. All of this because of the Jahor.
The Movras had intended to unite the people. He knew Mel had intended to do that, but he also knew that he thought she had been afraid.
And she had.
When he had first met her, Mel had been hiding in Yarshin, sequestered and hidden away from the rest of the world, not offering the protection to the Jahor that they needed and deserved.
Because she couldn’t.
It wasn’t until the inestar was delivered she would’ve been able to do anything.
She had been waiting.
Until Hevith had been captured.
“You sent the inestar north,” Hevith said, turning to the leader.
“We sent the device knowing we could not keep it safe any longer. If it were to fall to the Hith…”
“It wasn’t the Hith you were concerned about, though.”
The leader watched him. The light around him flickered again.
Did he know that it was flickering, or was that unintentional?
Hevith focused on him, watching him, wondering whether or not there was anything he might be able to do to try to peer through that. He strained against the elaron he saw, focusing beyond it.
There was nothing more.
Despite the fading light around this Jahor, Hevith still wasn’t able to peer beyond it.
“It was not the Hith we were concerned about.”
“We defeated Morad.” Hevith glanced over to Coldan before turning back to him. “Not completely, though. He escaped us in Yarshin. He was the one who managed to acquire the inestar for a little while, though not for long. We took it from him, along with his fyrwood staff.”
Hevith said that in case they were to question. He thought admitting his knowledge of the staff would prove that he knew more. Instead, he was greeted by a puzzled stare.
They didn’t know.
Which meant they didn’t know about the tu’alan.
That was surprising.
Mel knew about them. He believed that, but he also believed the tu’alan wouldn’t have allowed just anyone to head into their forest. They had only allowed Hevith and Coldan to do so because… well, he didn’t really know why they’d allowed them to enter. Perhaps it had been a mistake, though Hevith wasn’t entirely certain.
The staff, though. That was what had mattered.
They had given Hevith the wood so that he could make a staff of his own. With it, he had been able to help the Jahor even more than he would have using the staff that Morad possessed.
“You defeated Morad?”
This again came from someone in the back. They glowed with a soft white light, their voice soft and hesitant. Strangely familiar, though.
Could it have been Mel?
No. She was gone. Hevith had seen that with his own eyes and knew that she had been lost. He would have given anything to bring her back, but that wasn’t to be his fate.
“We defeated him in Yarshin, but he escaped us. We know he’s still out there. The one we knew as Mother is gone, though. A Vicenz.”
He let the word hang in the air. If they knew the Vicenz, then perhaps they would understand how significant it was that they had defeated her.
There came a soft murmuring. The leader turned away from Hevith and spoke with the others.
“What do you think is going on?” Coldan asked.
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t really know. None of this is what I would have expected.” He looked at Coldan. “We had thought you had the inestar because the Movras was to use it to unite the people, but we’d also believed the Jahor had been fragmented.” As Hevith looked at these people lined in front of him, that was anything but true. The Jahor remained intact. They were there in front of them. They still resisted the Hith.
“They had been. That’s what we were told.”
“I think that’s what they would have the Hith believe.”
If the Jahor weren’t fragmented completely, then maybe there was something more they would be able to do. They could work with these people and unite the Jahor. If they had some way of hiding them—and from the looks of what Hevith had encountered, he had to believe that they did have some way of doing so—then he would have to think there would be something more they could do for the Jahor.
Perhaps it didn’t have to be only about heading to Vor and attacking.
They would have those who were able to fight. They would have Jahor with skill. That skill could be used, and then they could continue the battle to overcome the Hith. They could free the Jahor.
The murmuring stopped and the leader stepped toward Hevith again.
“You have the inestar?”
“Can’t you detect it?”
Focusing on the sense of the inestar left Hevith fully aware of how it called to him. It was something Alicia had complained about, but now that he was away from the caravan, Hevith thought there was some value in having that power continue to flood out from the inestar. He was able to feel the power within it, and he could feel where the caravan was in relation to where they were. Not far away. Further than he would have expected, but then he and Coldan had been led astray while trying to reach the Jahor.
“We have been using the elaron long enough we aren’t able to detect it,” the leader said.
Hevith glanced over to Coldan. “Do you feel it?”
“Not here. I think it’s something I’d feel the closer that we got to it, but here…”
Why would Hevith be so attuned to it? Perhaps that was his connection to the device. Perhaps that was his connection to the elaron.
He had come to know that he had a different connection than others, and he felt certain that he was meant to use it to unite the Jahor. By holding that connection, Hevith thought that he could feel where other Jahor would be found.
He turned back to the leader.
Could he use that now?
He had the staff.
Squeezing his hand around it, he pressed the elaron through the staff, only this time he modulated the way he did, using it in a manner similar to what he’d done when he used power through the inestar. It was something he was familiar with from his time sending the summons. He could feel the way the power flowing through the staff would need to shift in order for him to use it similar to the inestar.
They were both made of fyrwood. That was the key, he thought. The staff sent out the summons. The others near him reacted.
The elaron from them surged. It burst forward, exploding.
It was almost as if they intended to attack him, but Hevith didn’t think that was what they tried to do. It was more that they reacted to the power of the summons.
“What are you doing?” the leader asked.
“This is the summons.”
He stared at Hevith for a long moment. “You have the inestar with you.”
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t need the inestar with me. I use the staff to focus it. It’s similar to the way the inestar would send a summons, but I don’t need the inestar to create it any longer.” He looked at the man, still trying to peer through the elaron around him but failing. “Can you feel the summons?”
“I think we can all feel it.”
“This is what the inestar can do.”
“I’m aware of what the inestar can do.”
“Are you?”
“I should think so. I’ve used it before.”
Hevith stared at him. “If you’ve used it before… That’s why you were surprised when I said there were Jahor near us?”
“We used the inestar in order to determine if there were any others around. We tried to summon the Jahor as much as we could, calling them together. We wanted to bring our people together so that we could travel together, heading safely to the north.”
“How long ago was it that you used the inestar?” Hevith asked.
“It has been many years,” he said.
Many years. How long ago had it been since they had attempted to use the inestar to unite the Jahor?
“Why wouldn’t you have used it more often?”
“Because we understood the danger,” he said. “The Hith have ways of detecting its power.”
“From what I’ve seen, you have ways of concealing yours. It seems to me that the Jahor would benefit from their people having a willingness to fight.”
The man looked at him. Hevith sensed irritation flashing within him, but he ignored it. How could he not? These were people who had abandoned the Jahor, who had stopped using the inestar when they had it in their hands and had the opportunity to try to summon the Jahor to them. These were people who had the chance to try to save the Jahor, but they had not.
“You failed the Jahor,” Hevith said.
“You know so little about what you speak,” the man said.
“I know well enough. I know Mel refused to work on behalf of the Jahor and Yarshin even as they suffered. I know the Jahor were left to scatter, while their leaders”—that had to be who these people were—“hid, afraid of the Hith. I know that the Jahor are stronger than you’ve given them credit for.”
The leader took a step toward Hevith, and the elaron swirled away from him, power that bloomed within him once again before fading slightly. “You haven’t seen the Jahor be slaughtered by the Hith. You haven’t seen entire cities torn down, ripped into nothingness. You have not seen an entire culture disappear because of the violence of the Hith.”
“I don’t need to have seen it to know its effect,” Hevith said. He took a step toward him. “I never knew I was Jahor until I was imprisoned. Only there did I learn the reason I was taken. The Hith sensed something about me. They decided they could use me. They decided they would hurt me, all because of how I was born.” He shook his head. “The truth had been hidden to me. I never knew I was Jahor. I still don’t know if my parents knew that we were Jahor.”
He looked around him at the others, not certain what to do or to say, but the words came to him as if he should always have known them.
“You who know the Jahor, who know the truth, still do nothing. You had hundreds of Jahor in these surrounding lands, and yet you did nothing. You have failed the Jahor.” Irritation flashed within him and Hevith started to turn, looking over to Coldan. “We should go.”
“Hevith?”
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t think this is where we’ll find the help for our people,” he said.
“I thought you wanted to learn.”
“What am I going to learn from them? These are people who have done nothing to protect the Jahor. There isn’t anything I wish to learn from them.”
Coldan nodded. “I will go. If that’s what you want. I will go.”
Hevith let out a long sigh. It wasn’t what he wanted. Not really. He wanted to learn from these others. He wanted to see if there was anything he might be able to master about the elaron from those who knew it best, but he wasn’t willing to put his people at risk.
And they were his people. The Jahor who’d answered his summons were now his people. They were not their people.
“You will not leave,” the leader said, starting toward Hevith. The power of the elaron burst from him, and Hevith reacted.
He latched on to the energy of the elaron, not only from him, but also from the others who’d traveled with them. They were all connected. That elaron was bound to him, and he would use it. That was the reason he was given this gift. That was the reason he could pull upon this power. Whether or not some god granted him that ability, Hevith knew it didn’t matter. All that mattered was how he chose to use it. In this case, he chose to use it to protect his people.
He blasted that power against this man, and he went staggering away.
“You aren’t going to keep me from my people. You aren’t going to keep me from my fate. You might be afraid of the Hith, but I am not. It is time the Hith torment of the Jahor ends.”
As he started to turn away, Coldan traveling with him, the familiar voice called out again.
“Hevith?” They stepped forward, and though the others with them tried to hold them back, the elaron started to fade. “Hevy?”
Hevith stopped in his tracks, looking over. Everything within him went numb. Cold. And he froze.
“Mother?”
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VOLATAR
WE RODE QUICKLY, the forest left behind us, memories of the dwul’ran staying with me, along with the others. The conversation was muted for the most part. The scenery shifted quickly as we made our way south, heading from the forested region to the rolling plains, and then to more familiar lands. Throughout it all, I kept waiting for the soldiers that Coldan had seen before we entered the forest, but scouts had not uncovered anything.
“You look unsettled,” Shae said.
I glanced over to her, forcing a smile. “Actually, I shouldn’t be. My connection to the elaron has improved ever since we spent time with the dwul’ran.” I wasn’t at all sure what that meant, though it seemed significant.
“You haven’t told me how you lost your connection.”
I looked over to Shae, and then to Erich riding alongside her, always close to her. Neither of them had formally discussed their relationship, but it was obvious to me. I was glad for it. One of the challenges of the Jahor was the isolation we faced. Too often we were separated and alone, and for so long we had not lived the lives that most of us wanted — and deserved.
“It’s complicated,” I said. “It is more a matter of how I failed to hold on to it.”
“How can you fail to hold on to the elaron?” Erich asked.
“When I went in pursuit of the ne’rash, I found a different power.”
Shae’s eyes widened. “Another of the great powers?”
I shook my head, thinking back to the dwul’ran. Perhaps there were other great powers that I might find if I were to chase them like that. “Not another of the great powers, though that would have been helpful. More helpful than what I had found. This was different. This was power, but something within me.”
Shae nodded. “You are talking about how you found the ne’rash.”
“I wasn’t sure what it was at the time. It involved me going to a dark place, finding violence within me, and unleashing a part of me that I had contained all while serving as the Volatar. When I was younger, I used to have what a family friend called an edge within me. It was that edge which I balanced upon. I held myself back from releasing too much power.” I looked at Erich, watching him. He would understand as well as anyone. I had sensed a similar darkness within him, though to be honest, I suspected it was within Shae as well. Many of us, given the pressures that we’d gone through, the torment that we’d suffered, knew a similar darkness. “When the Hith resumed the war, I embraced that darkness.”
“What did you do?” Shae whispered.
Ahead of us, Coldan stiffened, though he didn’t turn. He was as aware of what happened as anyone. “I embraced anger.”
“War requires that, doesn’t it?” Erich asked.
“I wish that it didn’t, but unfortunately, war makes all of us into something we didn’t know that we could become.” I shook my head. “If you would’ve asked me when I was young if I would be the leader of the people fighting against another people for control over our continent…” I shook my head as I stared into the distance. “I guess I never would have believed you. The war was a distant thing to me when I was younger. It touched my family, but it did so in a way that was not nearly as profound as the way it affected others. If that makes any sense to you.”
Shae nodded. “My family wanted me to get married, have a family of my own, raise children, and…” She squeezed the reins of her horse, her jaw clenching briefly.
“You can still do those things,” I said.
“Not until this is over. I want to learn from you.”
I smiled at her. “Then learn that lesson. Learn that you don’t need to embrace the darkness.”
“Didn’t that darkness help you keep the Hith from slaughtering all of the remaining Jahor?” Erich asked.
I sighed. It had, which didn’t make me feel any better about it.
We rode on, and as there was no evidence of anybody following us, we all began to relax. As we neared the fortress, I slowed, nodding to Coldan. “Should we send some people back?”
Coldan glanced back at the people with us. “I think everybody wants to see this out,” he said.
“Should we get others to come with us?”
Coldan frowned. “Which is it? You want fewer people with us, or more? One is more visible, but the other is more defensible.”
“We have enough soldiers of the Order that we are defensible either way,” I said.
“Perhaps,” Coldan said.
We were relatively quiet. We camped off the road, trying to remain as hidden as possible, and there was a somber tone. The third night south of the forest, Coldan return from his patrol, realizing that there was movement again.
“What should we do about it?” Coldan whispered.
We set off apart from the rest of the caravan, with a crackling fire near us as company. “Nothing,” I said.
“We are heading into Hith controlled lands. This has the potential to get quite a bit more dangerous quickly.”
I nodded. “I know, but we need to be careful, and we need to not chase the violence that we had before.”
“If they attack —”
“If they attack, then we fight. I hope it doesn’t come to that.”
“I don’t know that we will get that choice.”
“I hope we do,” I said softly. “This war, all of this violence, has been wrong. You and I both know that we have been chasing the wrong enemy.”
“That doesn’t mean that the Hith haven’t been our enemy,” Coldan said.
“No, but they haven’t been the enemy that we once thought.”
Coldan frowned and left me, heading off to continue his patrols. I knew that he wouldn’t sleep much.
The next few days went quickly. We stayed ahead of these other soldiers, though every so often when Coldan would take off, he would return with word that they were a little closer. He hadn’t been able to determine if they were Hith or not, something that surprised me given Coldan’s newfound connection to his elaron. Eventually, the days and the landscape started to change. It grew warmer, sunnier, and our clothing was not as appropriate as it had been.
The sun shone down hot and burning upon us. I wiped an arm across my forehead, smearing sweat. I did not care for the heat. A lifetime spent in the cool northern climates had ill-equipped me for weather like this. Strange trees grew on either side of us, and we followed the road as it led further along. We had stayed on the road as much as possible, wanting to use that to help guide us to the south.
“You look miserable,” Shae said.
“I feel miserable,” I muttered.
“Why? You should feel wonderful. With the warmth, and the sun, and…” She smiled, looking up at the sky.
Her demeanor had turned more positive the further south we went. I could only shake my head. I understood that there were some people who enjoyed the warmth and the sunlight and appreciated the heat, but I simply was not one of them. Much like I understood that there were some who hated the cool of the north, the falling of the snow, and having to dress in warmer clothes in order to stay safe. I was not one of those people.
“I’m not much for this weather,” I said.
“You don’t care for sunlight?”
“Does it have to be so hot?”
“It is the sun.”
“And you don’t have to be so cheery about it,” I said.
She chuckled, shrugging her shoulders as she looked around. The others marched in front of us. “How can you not be so cheery when you’re here?”
“Maybe because I realize where we’re going and what we have to do,” I said.
Even as we walked, I could feel the elaron flowing through me. It was stronger than it had been in quite some time. Ever since leaving the dwul’ran, I was able to feel this connection. The elaron persisted, rolling into me.
When I had reached for the power of the ne’rash, I hadn’t struggled to hold on to it. My new connection to the elaron permitted me to use the elaron and the ne’rash at the same time without losing control.
It was as if the dwul’ran had given me a gift. I doubted it was intentional. As far as I knew, the dwul’ran didn’t intend to teach me anything, but I could feel that difference.
We hadn’t found any sign of the is’anish. We had run across them in the north, but the further south we went, there wasn’t any sign of them. I had begun to wonder if perhaps we had seen all that there would be.
The other concern I had was of the Hith.
There had been no sign of the Hith. I anticipated that we would come across something, but so far there had been nothing. No evidence of them out there, no sign of them patrolling, and even though we had traveled along the main road, we had found nothing to be concerned about.
We had enough experience with the Hith for me to know that we couldn’t expect good luck to last for too long. Eventually, the Hith would catch up to us.
“Do you really think you will be able to find anything here?” Shae asked.
“We know that the is’anish were here in the south,” I said. “You were there when Reldar showed us the map.”
“Do you want to risk going to them?”
“I think we need to.”
“What happens if they have too much of a presence?”
“I don’t know,” I said, whispering.
I looked into the distance.
Coldan rode at the head of our procession, holding on to his blade of elaron. In the days since he had acquired the blade, he had not yet learned to extinguish it. Eventually, I worried that he would expose us. The others as well.
They needed to master how to control that blade, using whatever was possible in order to conceal their presence, though given the size of Coldan and the others of the Order, there might not be any way to truly hide them.
We traveled quickly.
If I was right, and if I remembered the map correctly—something that once would never have been a question for me—we would be nearing the is’anish lands soon. At least, what I thought would be the is’anish lands.
On the map, there had been the evidence of another tribe. I didn’t know if it was the is’anish or if it represented the ger’thin. I suspected the ger’thin would be further to the south. If they were the tribe that had been splintered because of the presence of men, then it would make sense for them to have been further to the south.
Was I ready to face the is’anish?
The better question was whether I was ready to face the Trilan. That was what I feared. Once we reach the is’anish, and once I found the Trilan, I had to be prepared. He would have to be stopped. Destroyed.
I believe I had enough connection to the elaron that I could stop him. Only, it wasn’t only the elaron that I needed. I would need the ne’rash. My control over that had begun to increase, as well. In the time that we had been traveling, I had gained an understanding of it, and I had practiced holding on to it in ways that would grant me that ability, so I wouldn’t have to fear using it were it necessary.
Against the is’anish, I knew the combination would be key. I would have to draw both powers. When I did, then I would be able to defeat him.
It was late in the day when something changed. The air became cooler, and despite the sun still shining overhead, and the humidity that had been in the air, there was a shift.
I motioned for the others to slow.
Coldan glanced back at me, and frowned.
Guiding the horse up to catch up to him, I leaned close. “Do you feel it?”
“I feel something,” he said.
“Through the elaron, or just in general?”
“I suppose in general. Should I feel something through the elaron?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I can detect something here, but I’m not entirely sure what it is I’m picking up on.”
We rode more slowly, and I summoned a blade of elaron, adding a hint of ne’rash around it. I was able to use thicker bands of ne’rash as they wrapped around the elaron. It dimmed the light coming off my blade even more. When we did finally encounter the is’anish, I feared what it would take to defeat them.
It might involve me using a hold on the elaron along with the ne’rash. It might involve me pushing the ne’rash to the others, wrapping them with a similar power.
They had seen me using the ne’rash often enough that they didn’t fear it as they once had, but it was one thing to be aware of the ne’rash and another to feel it so close to you. All of these people had suffered so much at the hands of the Hith over the years that they might not even want that power.
I closed my eyes, thinking of the map Reldar had formed.
It hadn’t been exact. There were far more maps I had seen in my days that would have been much better, but I was able to apply it to what I knew of the landscape, and what I had seen in my time traveling, along with what I had seen of other maps. Through all of that, I could make out details. Those details were what I needed to identify now. There had to be something here that we could utilize to help us know just what we might encounter here.
When we had approached the tu’alan and the dwul’ran, there had been similar changes to the air. Perhaps the elaron would help me find it.
I glanced over to Coldan. “Watch me.”
“What foolish thing are you doing now?”
“Something that I should have done long ago.” I don’t know why I hadn’t thought about going to the Place of Knowing before, wanting to see who these pursuers might be, but I had avoided it. I had been so focused on what the dwul’ran had told us that I had ignored it.
I smiled at him. Closing my eyes, I separated into the Place of Knowing.
It happened quickly, carrying me away from my body. I hovered, floating overhead, and focused on the energy that was there, energy that should be above me. There was a sense of power all around. I probed outward with the elaron, stretching beyond myself, using that to see if I might be able to uncover something more.
An awareness came to me. The elaron wasn’t going to guide me, though. In the Place of Knowing, I focused on the ne’rash. It took a moment to add that energy into the Place of Knowing. It flowed out from me.
There was the usual irritation of combining those two powers. I had done it enough times now that I felt that irritation, but could push past it. There was something else within it, though.
Almost as if the ne’rash grew stronger.
There was something here that pulled on the ne’rash.
I withdrew it. I didn’t know if that meant there were Hith present, or whether it was only in my imagination. Either way, I had to be careful. More than that, I had to know. I needed to understand what was out there in front of me.
The pull on my ne’rash was strong. Stronger than what I had felt in quite some time. It reminded me of one of the Vicenz attacking me. Could there be the Vicenz here?
It had been quite a while since we had encountered any of them. There had been a time when they served as advisors to the Hith, little more than that, and it wasn’t until the war when they had begun to try to accumulate power on their own. As part of the war, I had destroyed them, defeating the Vicenz more fully than I had the Hith.
I tentatively pushed out again, letting more power seep away from me as I probed. I used the ne’rash, but I kept it wrapped in the elaron. For some reason, I didn’t feel the same draw on my elaron as I had with the ne’rash.
The more that I pushed, the more I began to feel something shifting. I had to be careful. Moving outward slowly, holding that out in the Place of Knowing, I felt a void.
That was where we had to go. Did that mean the is’anish were near? I didn’t know that, either. Returning to my body, I opened my eyes, looking over at Coldan.
“What did you find?”
“Something near us.”
“How far?”
“Not far. It pulled upon the ne’rash. Not the elaron.”
He frowned. “Why do you think that is?”
“I don’t know. If it is the is’anish, they are more familiar with the ne’rash. At least, that was the way it seemed when they had us trapped. Think about how much more accomplished they are with the ne’rash than they were with the elaron.” Then there was what Reldar had said about the is’anish. They knew the ne’rash.
That troubled me. There was something not adding up, and I struggled to work through it. I needed to, though.
“I remember.”
“Had I not made the mistake of revealing what I know…”
“You can’t blame yourself. You had no idea what you were dealing with.”
“I had no idea, but I should have,” I said.
If the is’anish and their understanding of the elaron ended up causing problems, it was going to be my fault. I didn’t want to be the one responsible for that happening, but at the same time, I didn’t know. They had used my natural inclination to work with people who had potential over the elaron against me. It had been an effective strategy. By using that against me, by forcing me to want to work with them, I had been the one to teach them about the elaron, and I had been the one who had revealed the nature of that power. Perhaps that was why the tu’alan had been angry.
They knew.
If I could take that back, then I would. Unfortunately, there was nothing that I could do differently. All I could do was try to make amends for that mistake. All I could do was try to ensure that the damage they might inflict would be limited.
I guided the horses, steering us toward the strange sense I had detected while in the Place of Knowing. The distant awareness of it came to me. I held on to that awareness, focusing on it, but didn’t find anything more.
I looked over to Coldan. He frowned at me. Both of us were troubled.
“I don’t detect anything,” he said.
“I don’t either,” I said.
“Shouldn’t we?”
“I wonder if we only would through the ne’rash.”
He stared into the distance, and neither of us said anything.
We continued onward, moving south.
After a while, movement in the distance caught my attention, and I motioned for the others to stop. We were riding forward, moving slowly—almost too slow.
“What do you see?” Coldan asked.
“Nothing. Just—”
Darkness.
Darkness meant ne’rash.
The ne’rash meant the Hith.
It had been the Hith following us. I hadn’t been certain, but given what I now detected of the ne’rash, there was no way that it was anything else.
“Take the rest of the Order, and go and see what you can find.”
“Are you sure?”
“We can’t have anything slowing us down. We have to reach them.”
“Even if we reach them, Hevith, there is nothing you’re going to be able to do against the Trilan by yourself.”
“I’m willing to take that risk.”
“You’re willing to take the risk of sacrificing yourself?”
I looked over to Coldan, shaking my head. “It won’t be a sacrifice.”
“You don’t know that. For all you know, it will be. You might end up bringing yourself into some dangerous place, and be forced to sacrifice before you have a chance to even remove the Trilan as a threat.”
I breathed out heavily. He was right, which made it harder for me to admit.
The problem was that I was willing to take that risk.
Coldan wasn’t.
Coldan wanted me to do whatever I needed up to that point. He had been willing to have me serve as the Volatar, the face of the Jahor, and to have me try to unite our people, but anything beyond that, any actual fighting, he had wanted himself and the others like him to handle.
It was something that I understood, but it didn’t make it right. I had to do this. Coldan might not understand it. Gods, I might not even understand it, but the Trilan haunted me.
There were times I still saw him in my dreams. He had infiltrated those, entering a place where he should not. If he and the other is’anish like him were able to use power like that, and were able to inflict damage without getting so close to a person that they could even be touched, then I had to fear what more they might be able to do. It was the reason that I was willing to risk this. The Trilan needed to be stopped. If he was part of one of the tribes, and if he was is’anish, that made it even more imperative that he be stopped.
“Remove the Hith threat,” I said.
“Hevith—”
“Coldan, we can’t argue about this. We both know what will need to be done.”
And we were close. I could feel it. We had to be close. The threat of the Trilan might finally be at an end.
For the first time, we had begun to understand some aspect of the Trilan that we had not before. He wasn’t even human, but part of one of these ancient tribes. That had to matter.
Coming here, seeing this map that the dwul’ran and Reldar had shown me, gave me answers that I didn’t know I needed. If I had known, I would have pursued those answers long ago. I would’ve pursued them during a time of peace.
Instead, I had wanted nothing more than to maintain that peace, to continue to drive out the threat of the Hith, to slaughter any who might remain.
Coldan nodded, then he whistled a sharp blast three times.
The soldiers of the Order rode toward him, and Coldan motioned for them to go.
He cast a long look at me before leading them off.
Shae approached, glancing at the departing soldiers of the Order, then back at me. “Where are they going?”
“They go to push back the Hith.”
“They have reached us?”
“Unfortunately.”
“How many?”
I didn’t know, and there was only one way for me to tell.
Separating from myself, I entered the Place of Knowing, and floated. I drew myself toward what I detected of the Hith, and stared down at the ground.
Hundreds of Hith on horseback, swords sheathed at their sides, and dark tendrils of ne’rash sweeping out from them. All coming toward us.



22



HEVITH
IN THE DAYS since he’d lost his family while traveling toward Yarshin, Hevith had thought about what he might do or say when he found his family countless times. The scenario played out in his head enough he thought he knew exactly what he would do. Yet none of the scenarios he’d considered involved him finding his mother this way.
As the elaron faded, no longer concealing the Jahor the way that it had, Hevith could only stare. The voice had been familiar. Now he understood why.
Coldan reached for him. “Hevith—”
Hevith shook him off as he took a step forward.
The others near his mother surged with elaron again, but she stepped through it, no longer hiding from him as before.
His mother lived. That was the only thought he could hold in his mind.
What of his father? His sister?
All of them had been in the wagon as well. They had been lost.
Could they still live?
The idea that he would find them again had lingered, though without any real hope that he could. Hevith had become more of a realist in the time he’d been traveling, and he had come to understand his family was most likely dead—suffering the same fate as so many had during the war.
“Hevith,” she said, taking another step toward him.
She looked different than when he had last seen her, though he supposed that he did as well. He’d suffered, starved, and only recently had begun to recover. His mother wore a pale white robe like the others, her golden hair flowing down to her shoulders. The wrinkles along the corners of her eyes were new, though there had been some forming before. The softness in her eyes was the same, though, as was the way she looked at him.
Elaron swirled around her. Hevith was certain that was what he saw from her, though how was that even possible? She had never had any power before that he knew of.
Of course, Hevith hadn’t known he was one of the Jahor, either. They had kept that from him.
“What happened?” he whispered. His voice came out with a catch in it. Hevith wanted to run over to her, to throw his arms around her and ask all the questions that had lingered within him for months, but something held him back.
Distantly, he was aware of Coldan next to him. He remained poised and tensed, the sword gripped in his hand, enormous power surging within him. Hevith doubted Coldan even knew what he did. Most likely, he would say he was only attempting to protect Hevith.
“You have grown,” his mother said.
She stopped across from him, a few paces all that remained between them. It was enough that Hevith felt a moment of question. Why would his mother put a separation between them?
Unless it’s not my mother.
That thought intruded.
He’d seen Vicenz take on other forms. Mother and Morad had used the power they were able to control to create personas that weren’t the same as who they actually were. Mother had made it seem as if she were an older person, filled with the power of elaron, struggling to serve Callah.
What if this was more of the same?
Hevith stared, focusing on the elaron and trying to determine if this was some sort of trick. If so, he had to be careful he didn’t let himself get pulled into it.
“I was taken. We all were.”
He spoke carefully, hesitating over how much to share. Time away from his family had shown him that he needed to be careful. Though it was the time with his family that had taught him to lead.
“I know.” She said it softly, but it struck a note through him, leaving him with an emptiness.
Hevith took a step forward.
Coldan was there. “You need to be careful,” he said, looking toward Hevith.
“This is my mother.”
“Are you certain? You told me that your parents were taken by the Hith. They wouldn’t have released them.”
“Like they wouldn’t have released me,” Hevith said.
Coldan didn’t sheath his sword, but he stepped aside.
Hevith looked past him. The others who had been there, all of them holding on to considerable elaron, watched, none of them saying anything. Power continued to build from them, and within the elaron was a hint of something more.
Were they afraid of him?
“Who are these people?” he asked.
His mother looked behind her. “We have much to speak about. You can come with me. We can talk. I can tell you what—”
“Who are these people?” Hevith asked again.
She took a deep breath, turning back toward him and clasping her hands in front of her. “These are your people, Hevy. These are the Jahor.”
Hevy.
It had been ages since anyone had called him that. Vard had, but that seemed like a lifetime ago. A time where he’d struggled. A time where he’d suffered.
Now… now she would stand here before him again. Call him by a name he’d lost while gaining another. When he’d thought about his reaction to seeing his family again, seeing his mother or father or sister, he had never expected that he would hesitate.
Now, he had to hesitate.
This wasn’t only about him. Not any longer. There were others who needed him. The Jahor in the wagons counted on Hevith for their safety. They were with him because he had called to them.
Because he had promised they would defeat the Hith. The Jahor.
Who were these people? Not Jahor. Not like him.
They had hid. They’d allowed others to suffer.
“They aren’t my people,” he said.
“Hevy. Hevith,” she said, taking a step toward him, “I can see you’ve gained some control over your connection to the elaron. You have to know—”
“I have to know nothing,” he said more harshly than he intended. There was no reason for him to be like that with his mother.
The frustration he felt was his own. It was frustration at what he had lost. And he had lost. Hevith had lost the people of the caravan, and he had not expected to find them again. Seeing his mother brought that home to him, reminding him of what he’d failed to do.
“What happened?” he asked, this time tempering the irritation in his tone.
Coldan watched him, and Hevith nodded to him. He deserved to know that Hevith would be fine.
“If you come with me, you can ask all of the questions you want. I have questions of my own.”
Hevith glanced over to Coldan. “I can’t go with you unless I know my people are safe.”
“Your people?”
“As I was telling him,” he said, nodding to the lead Jahor who had come toward Hevith, practically confronting him, “there are nearly a thousand Jahor traveling with me. We have a caravan.”
“You do.”
“I do. Many of them have been rescued from places like Yarshin, or other cities in the north. Others have come and answered the summons we sent out.”
She looked back to the man who had stepped forward, leading the other Jahor. “You really do have the inestar?”
Hevith nodded. “As I told him. I secured it in Yarshin. I wish that I would’ve known about it sooner, so that I wouldn’t have questioned as much, but we have it now.”
“Wait here,” she said.
She stepped away, heading to the other Jahor, and began to whisper softly to them. Elaron flowed from her, swirling outward, leaving her glowing. It made the robe she wore seemed to glow along with it.
Coldan turned to him. “Are you sure this is the person you think it is?”
“No,” Hevith said.
“Then you shouldn’t trust her.”
“It’s my mother,” he said.
“I thought you said you couldn’t be sure.”
“I can’t be sure that she is who she claimed to be, but she is my mother.”
Coldan frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“I don’t know what’s going on here,” Hevith said. “All I know is that she never had power when I knew her before.”
“I thought you lost your family.”
“I thought I lost my family, too.” He looked over to where his mother spoke with the other Jahor, still whispering in quiet conversation. The elaron flowed around her with an incredible power. Not only did she understand the elaron, but she had control over it in a way Hevith did not.
He had been traveling south, looking for others who could teach him how to use the elaron, and had never considered his mother might be able to instruct him on that. Given what he saw from her, the power that he observed, he had to wonder if there might be something more he could learn here.
Perhaps all of the Jahor with him could learn something here. Only if they were permitted to stay. Hevith didn’t know whether they would be or not.
Strangely enough, it seemed as if these others had isolated themselves. Given what they had encountered with the Hith, that wasn’t too much of a surprise, but why wouldn’t they have embraced the presence of the other Jahor who had been out in the surrounding cities?
There was no doubt in Hevith’s mind that there had been considerable numbers of Jahor, all of them needing someone to help, all of them needing protection. These Jahor had done nothing. It was almost as if they had elected not to do anything.
They had abandoned them.
It didn’t fit with what he knew of his family. It certainly didn’t fit with what he knew of his father. He had taught Hevith to protect their people. He had taught Hevith to do whatever was necessary in order to ensure their safety. That didn’t coincide with what he saw from his mother now.
After a little while, his mother turned back to Hevith. “You may bring them within the barrier,” she said. “You would have passed through it.”
The elaron. That had to be what she described, but how—and why—would they have created a barrier out of it that would preclude the Jahor from getting past?
“And then?”
“And then we will meet and discuss.”
Hevith nodded and focused on what he could feel of the Jahor in the wagons. The inestar still pulsated with a drawing sensation, an energy that called to him. Hevith felt that power flowing outward and could practically embrace that energy even now. The elaron from the other Jahor was out there as well. He started toward the Jahor. Toward the wagons.
When they had gone a little ways, Coldan interrupted the silence. “I don’t care for this,” he said.
“I don’t, either.”
“If they are Jahor, then they have done nothing to protect those in the nearby communities.”
Hevith nodded. “That troubles me as well.”
“What if they’re working with the Hith?”
Hevith would never have considered that a possibility before, and would have doubted that any Jahor would have worked against their people, but the way they’d isolated themselves left him questioning that as a possibility.
“I don’t think my mother would have done that.”
“You didn’t know anything about your mother,” Coldan said.
Hevith couldn’t even object. He didn’t know anything about her, and though he thought that he had, though he believed that he had known his family, it seemed as if he did not.
“They have a control over the elaron that is beyond anything either I or Valtek possess.”
“Which is even more reason for us to be concerned,” Coldan said. “If they have suffered under the Hith, and if they’ve been willing to partner with them, then—”
“We don’t know whether they have partnered with the Hith,” Hevith said.
Coldan fell silent.
They headed away from the other Jahor. Every so often, Hevith felt a surge of power behind him, and he glanced back the first few times, but wasn’t able to tell the purpose of it. As they walked, making their way toward the probing inestar energy, he thought he understood. It served as a beacon. They announced their willingness for Hevith and the other Jahor to join them.
Around them, the landscape shifted. The bleakness persisted, and Hevith didn’t know how much of that desolation was real until they passed beyond an edge of what he suspected was the elaron barrier. Suddenly trees and grasses and flowers and birds all appeared, as if they had been silenced by the elaron.
“That’s not how it should have been used,” he muttered.
“That’s not how what should have been used?”
Hevith glanced over to Coldan. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”
“You think they’ve been using power in a way it should not have been?”
“They used the elaron to hide.”
It was more than that, though. The way they had used it had changed things, though perhaps that was nothing more than his imagination. Perhaps they hadn’t actually changed anything. Perhaps all they had done was conceal the presence of the Jahor through the connection they shared.
The drawing from the inestar called to them, and Hevith headed directly toward it.
When the wagons came into view, Coldan grabbed his arm, spinning him around. “I want you to know that what we are doing is the right decision.”
“Meaning taking our people to these other Jahor?”
Coldan nodded. “This has to be the right thing for our people, not only for you.”
Hevith focused on the elaron surging in the distance. The beacon of power pulsated. How long would it be until the Hith could identify it? Unless they wouldn’t be able to. It was possible the Jahor had some way of concealing even this beacon. Hevith could detect it, but would the Hith be so inclined?
“We can find the understanding of the elaron you seek from others,” Coldan said.
“Can we?” Hevith glanced over to the caravan lining the road. A few faces looked toward them, as if anxiously awaiting their arrival. Valtek sat perched on the lead wagon, leaning forward. Hevith could feel the elaron coming off of him, still pulsing through the inestar in a summons.
“The Jahor need to be more than just a migratory people. They need to be more than a splintered community.”
“You’ve given them that. Don’t forget you’re the one who intends to bring them back together.”
“As we come back together, we also need to understand what we have been.”
“How will that change anything?” Coldan asked.
“We can’t face the future without knowing our past.”
Hevith felt that more strongly than he expected. They needed to know more about their people. They needed to know more about who they had been and what they had been so that when they moved forward, they could be stronger. If it involved knowing hard truths, understanding there had been Jahor who had run, not fighting on behalf of other Jahor, then that was a part of the truth they needed to understand.
He reached the nearest wagon and climbed back on the lead, taking a seat next to Valtek. “What did you find?” he asked.
“Jahor. Some with incredible power.”
“Then we can stay with them.”
Hevith let out a heavy sigh, shaking his head. “I’m not sure. Not yet.”
He guided the wagons on, and they started slowly, building up speed. The caravan moved at a slow rumble, veering away from the road and heading over ground. It was slow going in that way. It might’ve been easier for them to abandon the wagons, but having been with them as long as he had, Hevith had no interest in doing so.
When they passed through the outermost aspect of the barrier, a steady murmuring built.
He glanced down to Coldan. “Make sure they know what is happening.”
Coldan held his gaze for a moment before turning away.
“What is that about?” Valtek asked.
“All of this is the elaron. There are incredibly powerful Jahor nearby.”
“Powerful enough to change the landscape?”
“It’s no different than how you used the elaron to conceal your village.”
“That was a village. Nothing more than that. This is—”
“I am aware of what this is,” Hevith said.
This was immense.
The wagons continued to rumble forward.
When they reached the point where he’d encountered the other Jahor, he found the space empty. Still he could feel the beacon pulsating someplace faintly within him.
It called to him, drawing him in a way that the inestar had drawn him. Hevith guided them toward it. They continued flowing over the ground, and eventually came upon another road.
This one was wide, hard packed, and when Hevith turned his head from side to side, he could almost imagine there were trees lining the road. Perhaps if he were able to see past what effect the elaron had on this place, he might be able to see that there were trees here. Perhaps shrubs and flowers and other life. Instead, Hevith saw nothing other than a bleak rolling landscape.
In the distance, the feeling of the elaron continued to call to him, drawing him ever forward. It was a faint sense of power.
“Does it seem like it’s shifting further from us?” Valtek asked.
Hevith tried to maintain his focus on the elaron to see if there was anything he might be able to determine from it, but even as he did, he couldn’t feel whether or not that connection to the elaron had shifted.
“I don’t think so,” he said.
Valtek took a deep breath, turning off to the right as he stared into the distance. He rested the inestar on his lap, pushing power through it every so often.
Others along the wagons were whispering to themselves, some of them more loudly than others. Everyone seemed bothered by what was taking place around them.
All of this troubled Hevith, as well.
The elaron shifted. In the distance, the power from it began to blossom, surging more brightly so that he could detect it clearly. As they followed that elaron connection, he began to slow the wagons.
“You would have us stop out here?” Valtek asked.
Hevith looked around. He could feel the elaron in the distance, but wasn’t willing to bring them too close without knowing the intention of these Jahor. They were within the barrier, which meant that they were within whatever protections these people had. That would offer them some safety from the Hith, at least from what Hevith thought.
“We’ll camp here for now.”
“I thought these were Jahor,” Valtek said.
“Jahor, but we need to be cautious.”
“You haven’t been cautious when it came to the Jahor before.”
“We haven’t encountered Jahor like these before.”
Hevith climbed down, and he strode forward.
He paused before turning back and glancing up at Valtek. “I need the inestar.”
“Why?”
“Because they will know it.”
When he took the inestar, he held it for a moment, running his hand along the length of the slender wooden rod, his fingers trailing along the markings. Power vibrated within it as it often did when he held on to that device.
Hevith focused on the elaron, and then sent the energy through it.
He had used the inestar enough that he recognized the way to create a summons. In this case, Hevith thought that the summons would be beneficial, not only for him and his people, but for whoever was with the Jahor who had presented themselves to him.
They needed to know there was someone who would call to them. The energy radiated away from him, flowing toward the distant pulsation. When it struck, there came a connection. It was almost as if they bridged the distance.
The power of the inestar linked with the pulsating energy he detected.
The elaron reverberated across that distance.
Alicia joined him. “What’s going on?” she asked softly.
“I’m sending out a message to the Jahor near us,” he said.
“More than just the Jahor who have traveled with us?” He looked over to her, nodding. “How many other Jahor are here?”
“I don’t know. Possibly many.”
Given the fact that there had been as many people of power as he had encountered so far, Hevith couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be more. Which meant the Jahor were not completely fragmented as he had believed.
“You seem upset,” Alicia said.
“Not upset. Just concerned,” he said.
“Concerned about the possibility there are Jahor out here?”
“Concerned by all of this,” he said.
He sent even more energy out from him, using the inestar, but this time he shifted it.
He had used the inestar to help him connect to the Jahor traveling with him before, but he had rarely used the others traveling with him to help him connect to the inestar. What he needed was more strength. The Jahor willingly allowed him to access their connection to the elaron.
Hevith used that connection to draw as much as he needed to send out the summons through the inestar. It exploded out through the device.
For a moment, there was resistance to what he attempted. Hevith could feel that resistance building, as if whoever was out there holding on to the beacon tried to oppose him. Hevith had thought the beacon had been his mother trying to ensure he would have some way of finding them again, but perhaps that wasn’t the case at all. Had it been his mother, he wouldn’t have expected her to fight him like this.
The leader. That was who it had to be.
Hevith held on to the power flowing through him, the power he called from the other Jahor, and pushed it through the inestar. That connection allowed him to reach beyond, to send an incredible wave of power away from him.
That allowed him to find something more.
Hevith burst beyond the resistance that pushed upon him. And overwhelmed it. The beacon pulsed one more time before fading.
“I felt that,” Alicia said.
“Good,” he said.
“Did you want to make sure that you resisted anything they might have to do?”
“I wanted to ensure that the people of this place know there are other Jahor present.”
Alicia looked over at him. “This is more than just letting them know that there are other Jahor. I can feel how much energy you expended. It’s as if you wanted to… I don’t know. Provide them an alternative.”
Hevith turned away.
He should be filled with joy and excitement about the possibility of uncovering what had happened to his family. He should be thrilled with the possibility of finally having answers about what had happened in the time he had been captive. He should be looking forward to knowing more about his family, about those he had known his entire life, and coming to terms with what had happened to them.
Instead, Hevith felt only an edge of dread.
Energy began to build near him. It was elaron.
It didn’t take long before a figure appeared. Hevith waited and looked into the distance, letting that power fill him, ignoring anything else.
“Will you be all right?” Alicia whispered.
“I will,” he said. “As will we all.”
If nothing else, Hevith needed to ensure that those who traveled with him were safe. He would not let anything happen here. As the figure came closer, clearer, Hevith braced himself. A part of him began to question whether it would be his father, or perhaps his mother would come to call him out.
What he didn’t expect was the person who appeared before him.
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HEVITH
HEVITH COULD ONLY STARE.
The figure slowly emerged, elaron swirling as if it were drawn out of the darkness. The control over the elaron was incredible, but given the person coming toward him, Hevith wasn’t entirely surprised. He couldn’t take his gaze off of the figure approaching him, though everything near him seemed to glow, the energy of the elaron swirling near him, practically overwhelming him. He could feel that.
He blinked, trying to clear his vision, staring at the figure approaching. His mind couldn’t process what he saw, and his heart hammered as he struggled with it.
“You were dead,” he whispered.
Mel spread her hands off to either side. She looked older than when he had seen her the last time. Her gray hair seemed thinner than before. She had it tucked back and tied with a ribbon, and she was dressed in the same pale white robe as the others had been.
A warning came to him. It was the same warning Coldan had for him.
This might not be real.
Hevith had to be careful. He had seen how the Vicenz could use power to conceal themselves. He held on to the inestar, squeezing it. Power continued to pour out from it.
Hevith changed the focus of what he drew upon, shifting the energy of the inestar, and pushed it toward Mel. Perhaps that was a mistake, but he wanted to know whether or not this was the person he thought it was.
Elaron washed over her, surging brightly for a moment.
He had experienced Mel before. He had felt the elaron from her. And he had seen her die.
At least, he thought he had.
She had been lost in Yarshin.
When he was done, the elaron confirmed he’d felt this power before. There was nothing unfamiliar about it.
She looked at him, smiling. Wrinkles formed in the corners of her eyes, and she watched him for a moment before turning her gaze to Alicia.
“You have forgiven her,” she said softly.
“You were dead,” he said.
“I was gone for a little while,” she said.
Hevith stared at her. “You were dead. I was there.”
“You witnessed me expending myself. Unfortunately, that involved you believing I was lost. It was necessary, but I can assure you I am most undoubtedly alive.”
Hevith looked back toward the wagons. There were others within the wagons who would be shocked to see Mel alive. Thom. Others from Yarshin. Nearly a third of the people with him had come from Yarshin because the Movras had wanted him to take up that position. If she lived, would they still be willing to follow him?
“It is good you came here,” she said.
“But you were dead.”
She turned her focus to him, smiling tightly. “When you left Yarshin, you left me behind. I don’t blame you.” She said that quickly, and a wave of elaron washed away from her, similar to what he had felt from her before. “I was gone for quite some time. It took a while for my body to recuperate. To reconnect, as it were.”
“How long?”
“Days. Weeks, possibly. Regardless, by the time I came back around, you and the others were long gone. It was for the best. They were safe.”
“You could’ve come after us.”
“I considered that, but then I realized I needed to do something else. There were others who needed me.” She looked behind her, toward the energy that Hevith had been feeling. The power that he had detected pulsing in the distance. “You convinced me to fight back,” she said.
“The Hith.”
“Not only the Hith, but these others. Because of you, we began to resist.”
Hevith frowned. “But they aren’t resisting.”
“Not any longer,” Mel said. “We suffered setbacks. The Jahor organized as well as they could. I didn’t have the inestar.” She glanced to the device in his hands, though there was no look of longing in her gaze, only a determined set to her eyes. “Without it, I wasn’t able to summon the people the way that I would have otherwise. I had missed my opportunity to before. I thought you would have better use of it.”
Hevith held on to the inestar, squeezing it. He could feel the power within it, could feel the vibration of the inestar, and he wondered if perhaps she would demand he hand it over to her. If she did, he didn’t think he would be willing to do so. The inestar answered to him. Not only that, but after having possessed the inestar for as long as he had, he felt a certain connection to it.
“When I reached this place, Laranth, I found a city under siege. People hiding. They had fought, resisting as much as they could. I have done what I could to push the Hith back, to seal this place off, to ensure that we would have some protection.”
“The barrier,” Hevith said.
It made sense. She would have been the one responsible for the barrier. It would’ve been similar to what Valtek had done. Similar enough since she had been the one who taught him how to do it.
“That was mine,” she said.
“What about these others?”
“The others? They have always led the Jahor. Laranth has been our place. The one refuge we had in these southern lands. Had you remained, I would have explained it to you.”
She looked past him, and Hevith turned. Valtek approached, his jaw clenched.
“You said she was gone,” Valtek said to Hevith.
“I thought she was,” Hevith said.
Mel studied Valtek. “You have encountered trouble.”
“Valtek helped us,” Hevith said.
“I’m sure he had you believe that,” she said.
Hevith shook his head. “He has helped us. Valtek provided protection to Jahor until we arrived. After we did, he has helped us with the Jahor.”
“If he had wanted to help the Jahor, he never would have left Yarshin.”
“I had to leave Yarshin since you were unwilling to do anything.”
“Yes. A mistake. I have been working to rectify that error.”
“By coming here?”
“By coming to Laranth.”
“Laranth was nothing more than a myth,” Valtek said.
“Not a myth.”
Hevith turned to him. “You knew about this?”
Valtek shook his head. “I knew she’d filled my head with stories. Tales of Jahor that still fought, resisting.”
“Why wouldn’t you have told me?”
Valtek glanced over at him. “I’ve been trying to help you control the elaron.”
Alicia rested her hand on his arm.
Hevith took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He had to be careful. He wasn’t angry with Valtek. Valtek had his own motivations, and Hevith knew that. He had known that ever since meeting Valtek. At the same time, Valtek might have known something that would have been useful. If he had told them about this Laranth, then perhaps they would have been able to find it sooner.
“What do you know of Laranth?” Hevith asked Valtek.
“She claimed that it was a place the Jahor would unify. That it was where the Jahor would once again find the will to fight.”
Hevith grunted, turning back to Mel. “Only, they haven’t, have they?”
She looked over at him. “No. Unfortunately, with as much as the Hith have continued to press, the people of Laranth have begun to fear. How could they not? They have seen what happens when they fight.”
“It’s been my experience that the Jahor have avoided fighting.”
“The Jahor have wanted to live, Hevith. To survive.”
Had that been what had motivated his parents? The idea that they would have run, that they would have hid, that they would have abandoned their people…
It was all too much.
“Where’s my mother?”
“I can bring you to her. I wanted to see for myself before I did, but now that I see that it is you, I…”
Hevith didn’t have any more that he could say or offer.
It occurred to him that he was in a different place than he had been when he had been in Yarshin. At that time, Hevith had barely understood that he was Jahor.
“There are others with us who would like to see you,” Hevith said.
“I don’t know if I should,” she said softly.
“You would hide your presence from them?”
“I don’t know if it would be right to reveal myself.”
Hevith forced a smile. “I’m not afraid of you revealing yourself. If they choose not to follow when they know that you live, then…”
He didn’t finish. What was there for him to say, anyway? If they chose not to follow if they knew Mel lived, then he wasn’t meant to lead them.
“I will go into Laranth,” he said.
Mel nodded. “I am to escort you.”
“Just me?”
“Are there others you would have come?”
Hevith looked around. Coldan would want to come, but with the irritation he had shown, Hevith didn’t know if Coldan should. Karn might be a good option, but he had taken on an increasingly important role training others. He would need to remain. Other than Alicia, Valtek was the only person he thought might be helpful.
He turned, glancing to Valtek. “Would you come?”
“Are you sure?”
Hevith looked over to Mel. “I am.”
He paused for a moment, looking over to Alicia. “Can you work with the others and help to organize the wagons? You understand what is needed, and we need your help.”
She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before nodding.
Hevith waited for Valtek to join him, and then they started forward. Mel walked ahead of them.
“You could’ve had any of the others come with you,” Valtek said.
“I know,” Hevith said.
“Do you really want me with you?”
“You are connected to the elaron in a way I am not. I think you must be with me.”
The landscape shifted with each step. The barrier caused everything to shimmer.
It was an impressive construct of the elaron. With the elaron swirling around them, making it so that everything seemed to shift and shimmer, Hevith had a hard time following what was real and what was not.
As far as he knew, nothing was real.
In the distance, he felt the elaron pulsing. That seemed to radiate from some distant source, but it was faint.
“How long have you been here?” Hevith asked Mel.
“Only a few months,” she said. “I thought you would find me before now.”
“You anticipated I would find you?”
“I didn’t know if you would or not, but I thought it possible.” She glanced back, her gaze lingering on the inestar. “Either through that, or I thought I would feel your presence. When I didn’t, I began to think that perhaps you were lost.”
“Did you know my mother was here?”
Mel didn’t answer.
“You knew.”
She nodded once. “I knew.”
“Did you know her before?”
“I did,” she said.
“Did you know that when you encountered me?”
Mel glanced back at him, holding his gaze for a long moment before shaking her head. “No.”
Hevith wondered whether or not he could believe her, though he had no reason to doubt. No reason other than he had not known that he was Jahor, and that his family and everybody he had been around had kept that fact from him his entire life.
They walked little while longer, and with each step, everything continued to swirl around him. He passed what appeared to be trees, then hills, then mountains. None of that could be real. At one point, a massive river stretched in front of them, but with another step, the image faded.
Hevith glanced over to Valtek. “Are you able to do any of this?”
“Not nearly this effectively.”
“It takes concentration and it takes those who have the ability to maintain their hold on the elaron,” Mel said.
“If you knew how to do this, then why weren’t you able to keep Yarshin safe?”
“Yarshin didn’t have enough people who knew how to hold on to the elaron,” she said.
Another few steps, and a massive wall loomed into view.
Hevith thought that was nothing more than the elaron the same way as everything else had been, but with each step, he began to realize that the wall was real.
Not only that, but he could feel power coming from it. It was as if the wall pressed outward with the elaron, holding on to the energy in the distance.
“Do you see that?” he asked Valtek.
Valtek nodded. “I can see it. I can feel it.”
“Is this Laranth?”
“It is,” Mel said.
“What would’ve happened had we guided the wagons all the way here?”
She glanced back. “The wagons would have been permitted to come.”
Hevith turned and looked behind him. The wagons might’ve been allowed to come, but would they have been permitted to leave? That seemed to be the most significant question. He could imagine the Jahor here that he had encountered allowing the wagons to roll into the city, but he could equally imagine that they would bar any of the Jahor from leaving.
Maybe it was a danger with him coming here as well.
Given what he knew of them, and the power that he had seen from them, they might be strong enough to keep him. What purpose would there be in trapping him?
Hevith had the inestar.
If it came down to it, he could use the inestar to summon the others. Perhaps he could even focus the summons, calling only to those of the Order. That reassured him.
They reached the enormous wall, and they passed over a bridge leading into it, heading into a darkened tunnel. As they passed through it, Hevith tensed.
Elaron washed over him.
It was the same sort of power he had felt when he had been out in the open with the others, and he had been aware of their energy, and aware of how they were able to hold on to that power. This time, as he passed through this tunnel, he could feel it flooding over him.
They wanted him to be aware of it. More than that, there was something to it that left him feeling safe.
“How much of this was put into place by you?”
Mel glanced back at him. “None.”
“But the barrier…”
“I helped with the barrier, but the other protections were all theirs.”
Then they were through the wall.
Hevith didn’t know if the wall was as thick as it seemed as they were passing through it, or if that was simply part of the same illusion. She guided them forward, but Hevith paused as he looked around.
Streets were busy with people moving along them. Shops made of the same pale stone as the wall, along with wooden homes and an enormous structure near the center of the city all called to him, practically demanding his attention.
It was a city.
In some ways, the city reminded him of Yarshin. That had been an enormous city. There had been activity, and there had been people of power within that city. He had never found it safe during his time within the city, though.
In this city, there was a sense of power, and a sense of purpose to the people he saw moving around, but there was something more to it as well. Not only were the people moving around and navigating through the streets, but there was the energy of the elaron that powered everything.
It filled Hevith.
“How many of these people are Jahor?”
“All of them,” she said.
All. And here he’d found so many more Jahor on the way here. “Why wouldn’t you call others here?”
“Because it’s dangerous to do so,” she said.
“You fear the Hith?”
“Not only the Hith.”
Which meant the Vicenz. From what Hevith had seen, the Vicenz might even rule over the Hith.
They passed a few people who glanced their way, but for the most part people scurried from one place to another, a sense of purpose to them. Every so often, Hevith noticed a blast of elaron, and he didn’t know how much of it was intentional and how much was simply a part of this place.
All of this felt strangely reassuring. At the same time, everything here was equally disturbing. This was a place of the Jahor. This was a place with power. This was a place that should not exist.
But it did.
As far as he could tell, it was close to where the Hith were active.
With all of these Jahor present, how could they not take on the challenge of pushing back the Hith?
They weren’t strong enough.
That understanding came to him, hitting home.
Here he had intended to take the fight to the Hith, willing to use the Jahor to oppose the threat of them to free the Jahor, but what if such a thing wasn’t even possible? Hevith had believed that they would have enough power to oppose the Hith, even the Vicenz, but maybe they did not.
They neared a large two-story building at one end of the main street. Made entirely of stone, enormous windows set along the side facing the street. Ornate carvings worked along the face of the building. A small wall surrounded it, not nearly as high as that which surrounded the entirety of the city, but enough of a barrier that it would prevent anyone from reaching this building were they not permitted.
Soldiers stood outside the street, curved swords sheathed, chain mail draped around them, and metal helms perched on their heads. They were probably soldiers of the Order. Only, they were nothing like the Jahor soldiers who now fought with Hevith.
That thought made him smile.
“What is it?” Valtek asked.
Hevith nodded to the soldiers. “It’s probably best we didn’t bring Coldan with us.”
Valtek smiled. “He will be angry when you return.”
“Probably.”
They reached the soldiers, and Mel paused. She said something to the nearest of the soldiers, and they stepped aside, letting Hevith and Valtek through.
When they reached the main building, Mel pushed the door open, letting them inside. None of the windows let much of the sunlight in, leaving the inside dim. Lanterns illuminated the main entryway. Paintings hung on the walls, the faces vaguely familiar, though Hevith wondered if that was only because they were Jahor. Sculptures adorned the hall.
Mel didn’t give him a chance to contemplate anything here. She guided him quickly through the main hall, into a side corridor, and down to a set of double doors.
She paused in front of it, resting her hand on the door for a moment. Lanterns on either side of the doors cast a strange flickering light that reminded him of the Hith and the magic they possessed.
Hevith probed with the elaron, drawing upon it briefly, suddenly concerned about what he might find on the other side of the door. Could they have Hith here? He didn’t think so, but he didn’t know whether there was anything more he needed to be concerned about. When it came to these people, and what they intended, Hevith knew very little about them. This might be a place of the Jahor, but it felt foreign to him.
That was the only way he could describe it. It wasn’t right.
“I’m sure you have questions about all of this,” she said. “I’m sure you wonder why the Jahor have been here, and why the Jahor have not attempted to fight, and I’m sorry I can’t provide you with those answers. Perhaps inside you might find something that will help.”
“Mel?”
She forced a sad smile, and Hevith frowned.
He recognized the energy of the elaron building around him.
It came not only from her, but from somewhere else.
It seemed to come from within this building, though distantly enough that Hevith wasn’t able to trace the source. What if this had been a mistake?
He didn’t like to think she would do anything to harm him, but at the same time he had an obligation to the people he had begun to lead, and they needed him to remain free.
He pulled on the elaron, sending it through the inestar, pushing a pulse of it out briefly. Now Coldan and the others back at the wagons would have some idea of where to find him.
The doors opened, and a surge of elaron flowed outward.
When it did, it exploded around Hevith.
It was too much for him.
The suddenness of it reminded him of how he had been overwhelmed when he had gone to Valtek. It reminded him of how Valtek had destroyed the staff he had taken off of Morad.
It was too much, and though he held on to the elaron, and though he had the inestar, Hevith could no longer maintain that connection. The elaron knocked him back.
He looked over to Mel, feeling betrayed.
Valtek spun, already starting to pull on the power of the elaron, but then he crumpled to the ground.
Hevith tried to move, but could not.
Mel came forward.
“I’m sorry, Hevith.”
“You would betray the Jahor?”
She cocked her head, frowning at him. “Betray them? No. Not betray them. I am doing what is necessary to protect them.”
She took the inestar from him. There was nothing Hevith could do to resist.
When it was gone, she sent a surge of power through it, and Hevith collapsed.
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VOLATAR
WITH A START, I pulled myself back to my body. There was a connection to Coldan, and I used that. I struggled with what I detected, probing outward, and could feel a hint of power. All around me was the rolling landscape, lush green grass, massive trees that grew in isolation as we headed toward the forest. There was something here that suggested there was more taking place, more that we needed to understand, but I didn’t have the opportunity.
“You need to return. There are too many Hith.”
I wasn’t sure if he could understand.
I had made a mistake sending Coldan and the others of the Order. Not only had I not tested whether they were out there, I had not gone looking for answers before now. It had placed my people into danger. How much of that was because of my reluctance to go after the Hith?
I had to believe that was some of it. Maybe most of it.
I tried something different, something that I didn’t attempt very often anymore. I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to do it as effectively prior to having gone to the dwul’ran.
I connected to Coldan and the others of the Order’s elaron. I held on to it, drawing it toward me, sending and echoing reverberations. A calling. A summons.
It had been a long time since I had used a summons like that.
I waited.
I didn’t need to wait long. The sound of hoofbeats thundered toward us. Coldan raced toward me, and then he whistled.
I understood it. We had to ride. We hurriedly change directions, heading toward the darkened forest.
“You felt my summons?”
“It wasn’t necessary,” Coldan said. “I saw what was out there.”
“How many?”
“Several hundred. All of them bearing down on us.”
I looked at the Jahor with me. We wouldn’t be able to outrun several hundred. We would have to make a stand. We needed to find a safe place.
“Where do you propose that we fight?” I asked Coldan. I didn’t like the idea of fighting the Hith, but they weren’t going to be reasoned with. The war would force my hand, regardless of what I wanted anymore.
He frowned at me. “Do you think that we can?”
“The Order has elaron blades. That gives us an advantage.”
“The others—”
“The others will fight as much as they have to,” I said.
And it was true. I could feel that was true.
They would fight. As far as I knew, they wouldn’t succeed. They might want to. They would fight valiantly, and yet against that many of the Hith, if the Order failed, we would be overrun.
I should’ve brought more people with me south. Here I had thought it unnecessary, leaving those within the fortress to stay there, to protect it, to continue to send a summons to the Jahor for us to rebuild.
Now I had to wonder if that was a mistake. It was, but I wasn’t about to say it aloud and worry Coldan.
We raced toward the distant tree line. As soon as he reached the forest, I separated again, feeling the Hith through the Place of Knowing.
They raced toward us.
Returning to my body, I motioned for Coldan and the others to hurry. We needed to move quickly. “Into the trees!”
No one objected. When we reached the edge of the forest, something changed. It was a shifting to the air, and a change in the energy.
I embraced the elaron, ready to use it and lash out at the Hith.
We turned, facing the direction that the Hith would approach. It wouldn’t do for us to be run down by them.
We waited.
Then we waited longer.
Still the Hith had not appeared.
Coldan looked over to me, clutching his blade of elaron.
“Do you detect anything?” I asked.
“Nothing,” he said.
“I don’t either. It troubles me.”
“If it troubles you, then it definitely troubles me.”
“I can feel something out there.”
I was tempted to separate into the Place of Knowing, but if I were to do that, and if I were to get trapped, there might not be any way for me to do anything to ensure that we were fully safe.
Instead, I stayed in my body.
We waited again. Longer.
Nothing came.
“Send scouts,” I said.
“I will go,” Coldan said.
I didn’t argue. I knew better than to do so.
He rode off, and he was gone only a short while before returning. He shook his head. “There is no sign of the Hith.”
I looked up to the trees. Strange.
I tried to focus on the ne’rash and see if there was anything I might be able to uncover about it, but it traveled past me too quickly.
“I felt it again,” I whispered.
“I didn’t feel anything,” he said.
“Keep paying attention to it,” I said.
“What happens, then?”
“I don’t know.”
We needed to act quickly. We needed to do whatever it was going to take for us to stop the Trilan. We needed to defeat the is’anish.
The trees were different here than they were in the north. These had large leaves, much like some of the trees in the north, but they were spread further apart. Shrubs filled the space in between, and the smells of the forest were different. Pungent, almost.
I stayed in place, smelling everything around me, listening to the noise of the forest. There was a steady humming over everything. It felt strange coming here. In the time that we’d faced the Hith, we had avoided traveling too far to the south. It was too dangerous for us. The Hith had power in the south. We had known that. All we’d wanted was to push them out of the north. Out of Jahor lands.
Coming here now, I had a feeling that we’d only served the goals of someone else all along. If the war had been because of the is’anish, then they were responsible for everything we’d been through. Somehow I was to end it? Given that I felt powerless compared to the overwhelming magic of the tu’alan, I didn’t know how we would ever be able to stop it.
“You’re hesitating,” Coldan said.
“Just thinking.”
“It’s time to be done thinking.”
“I’m not so sure that’s true.” I looked around the forest. Near me Shae stared at the trees, looking at everything with a hint of a smile on her face. Every so often, she would turn and look up at the sky, as if still marveling at the warmth of the sun. I supposed I should be as thankful as her, though the warmth didn’t feel quite as welcoming to me. “How long did we deal with the Hith without ever traveling this far to the south?”
“We had no need.”
“No need, or did we not have the will?”
“You can’t think that.”
I laughed softly. “I can think whatever I want. I just wonder if perhaps we should have pushed harder. Maybe we would have had the answers we were after sooner.”
“Just what answers do you think those are?”
I shook my head. “I don’t really know. Not anymore. Perhaps answers about why the Hith pushed us so hard. Why they felt the need to expand.” I looked at the others with me, thinking about the lessons I had once tried to share with the others. Seek to understand. I hadn’t done that with the Hith. Not really. I believed I understood their motivations because of how they attacked. What if it had all really been tied to the is’anish? “We could have looked for other explanations.”
“We looked for what we needed in order to protect our people. You did that once. Now you’re doing it again.”
“Not as Volatar.”
“Does it need to be that person?”
I looked over at Coldan. Perhaps it didn’t.
I kept thinking I had made peace with the person I’d become, but the truth was more complicated than that. I still saw myself as the younger man. Despite the years and the experience I had, there was a part of me that viewed myself the way I had been when in my twenties. I remembered the even younger man, but I still felt like the one who had finally settled the Jahor. The truth was different. I might still be that person inside, or I might not. It was time to come to terms with who—and what—I had become.
“Still guiding me,” I whispered.
“What was that?”
I smiled at Coldan and shook my head. “It’s nothing. We should keep moving.”
“What is your plan for the is’anish when we near them?”
“I don’t really have one.”
“That’s not like you.”
I grunted. “Unfortunately, it’s too much like me.” I looked into the forest where I could feel a drawing upon me, though the power that I detected was different than what we’d felt in the north. This was a pulling on the ne’rash, though that shouldn’t be altogether surprising. Not here where the Hith were so powerful. This would have to represent the power they possessed. “It’s difficult to plan when we don’t know what we’re facing.”
“The Trilan.”
“Possibly.”
“You don’t know.”
“I don’t know and I don’t know that we can plan for him to be there. If he is…”
Then I would have to react.
I could use the combination of my magic to stop him, the ne’rash and the elaron, but I wondered if it would be enough. Having seen the way the Trilan managed to use the powers, the way that he could steal from others, left me questioning whether my own innate magic would even be adequate. Perhaps that was his intention. Have the Volatar question. Weaken him in that way.
“We will be as ready as we can.”
“I know.”
“If this is the is’anish, it would have been helpful for the others to have participated.”
“The tu’alan—”
“I don’t mean only the tu’alan. From what you’ve told me, this has been an ongoing battle for their kind.”
“I don’t know if the battle has been ongoing or not. It seems to me that there are some of their kind who would welcome working with us.”
“I’m not so sure.”
“You don’t believe that they would?”
“I… It doesn’t matter what I think.”
“It matters, Coldan. The gods know you’ve seen as much as I have over the years.”
“That’s the problem. We’ve seen so much, but we’ve rarely seen anything that has to do with these people. The one time we had ever found the tu’alan, they made it clear that they weren’t interested in helping. Then when we went to them to help, we were sent away. They will need to get involved.”
“They won’t, which means we have to do this.”
“And do what they believed we would do all along.”
I looked over at him. “What was that?”
“The is’anish. Or whoever is responsible. They blame man for all the destruction they’ve seen, blaming us for taking their lands. With us pushing in this way, heading to the south, taking the fight to the Trilan and the is’anish, aren’t we simply doing what they believed we would all along?”
“We’re protecting our people.”
“We are. The tu’alan and the dwul’ran are not.”
We headed deeper into the forest, and the strange sense of energy persisted. The Jahor around us started to fall silent, not that I blamed them. Everybody had taken on a somber air, a stark difference from the joyousness that had permeated the procession as we had walked through the warmth outside of the forest.
The smells of the forest were different here. Some of them gave off the pungent aroma of the trees, but there was something else I couldn’t quite place a finger on. I strained to focus on what might be out there, searching for the power I could feel, but came up with no answers.
Every so often, I would slow, looking around us. The trees weren’t so thick that we couldn’t navigate through here, but it felt as if something attempted to slow us, though I didn’t know quite what that was.
Coldan watched me. Every so often he frowned, as if he detected something he didn’t quite approve of, but he never said anything more. It was going to be up to me to determine what we did here.
I thought about the map Reldar had shown me, and there was just enough to that map that I was able to get a sense of direction. It struck me that I didn’t know if his showing me had been intentional or not. Could he have intended for me to be able to follow that map?
I doubted it. It would be unlikely for anyone to have been able to use what he had shown in order to find anything. It was only because of my experience with maps, and my time traveling, that I had any idea of this direction.
It was late when the energy in the air started to shift. Strangely, it reminded me of what we had experienced with the dwul’ran along with the tu’alan. I saw nothing that suggested we had encountered anything.
“What is it?” Coldan asked.
“I can feel something changing,” I said.
“Do you think we are close?”
“Close enough.”
I maneuvered so that I was in the lead. The others arranged themselves behind me, with Coldan already drawing upon his elaron blade. Power flowed from him, surging with a bright light, and it illuminated the darkness in the forest. I refrained from drawing upon the same, not wanting to draw attention to us, though I appreciated that Coldan held on to it. We still hadn’t managed to determine how he could release that power.
In time, I had to hope that we would.
I moved forward more carefully.
Focusing on energy around me, I tried to determine if there was anything within it that I had to be concerned about. Not the elaron. That had been more prominent in the north. The ne’rash might be here, but I hesitated probing too greatly with that, not wanting to alert the is’anish that we were here if they were able to detect it.
I had no way of knowing if they could detect it, though.
Finally, I had to stop.
There was something out here that troubled me. The longer that we traveled, the more I felt the drawing sensation of energy. I could feel something in the air around us.
I had to move carefully.
I wouldn’t let the others proceed. Not until I knew.
Glancing over to Coldan, I said, “Watch over them. I need to see what is up here.”
“Hevith—”
I shook my head. “This is something I have to do.”
Coldan glanced to the other Jahor arranged around us in the forest.
“You will signal if you need me?”
“You know I will.”
I turned to the horse, and guided him forward.
We passed through a strange barrier that tingled across my skin. It reminded me exactly of what we had experienced with the tu’alan and with the dwul’ran. I looked around me, but nothing around us changed. There was no difference to the air. No shift in the energy. There was nothing here that left me alarmed by what I might encounter.
This didn’t put me any more at ease than I had been before.
Darkness still permeated the forest, and as I rode, I realized something about that darkness. It wasn’t completely natural. The ne’rash. I focused on that power, drawing some of it into me, and pushed out against it with the elaron.
The two powers were not exactly opposites, but they weren’t complementary, either. The strange irritant that I often felt when using the elaron around the ne’rash began to itch at the back of my mind, the power that I struggled with making it so that I had to strain against it.
It forced me to draw upon more energy. I held on to the elaron, adding to it the ne’rash. Together, I could push back some of the darkness that existed around us.
The trees took on a different appearance. There were still shadows wrapped around them, though not nearly the way they had been. Before, it had seemed as if the shadows were draped around the trees, like a shroud of darkness that attempted to permeate the entirety of the forest. Now that I recognized it came from the ne’rash, I pushed against it.
There was power here.
Incredible ne’rash power.
Did that mean we were nearing the is’anish? They would have to be somewhere nearby. Which might mean I neared the Trilan.
Perhaps it had been a mistake to keep Coldan from coming with me. I needed him and the others in order to protect myself against the Trilan.
I didn’t think there was anything here, though.
As I focused on the energy that might point to the Trilan, I came up with nothing. Perhaps there was nothing. Only the ne’rash.
There would have to be something here.
I believed there was, much like I believed that the ne’rash was somehow filling the forest. Looking all around me, I still didn’t find anything here. I focused on the ne’rash, on that power, and I thought about what we had encountered when we had come upon the dwul’ran or the tu’alan.
They had hidden from us.
I didn’t have the feeling the is’anish would hide from us quite the same way. They had been all too willing to attack. Why would they not bring such violence to us? I began to slow, guiding the horse through the forest as we wound around, looking for evidence of them.
The ne’rash was potent here, a powerful pulsing of energy. I had not encountered anything like this before, short of having been around the Hith when they used their power.
Even with that power around me, I didn’t know if it would be enough for me to understand and find a way to withstand it.
I reached a clearing. It wasn’t at all like the dwul’ran clearing where I had an awareness of something else. In this case, the clearing was simply a clearing.
Stepping into it, there was more of the ne’rash present than there had been in the rest of the forest. Enough power here that I could detect it pushing against me, a probing sort of energy that tried to resist my attempt to hold on to what I could do.
I guided the horse around me, steering slowly as I focused on the power that was here. There would have to be something I might be able to detect.
Gradually, I found my way to the other side of the clearing.
I continued looking around, focusing on the ne’rash that was here all around me. There was enough of that power here that I could feel it pulling on something, though I had no idea what it was.
I didn’t know the source, only that I could detect it here.
Did it mean the is’anish were here?
There had been no sign of them. There’d been no sign of anyone ever since we had traveled south, heading into the forest.
If they weren’t here, then who was? I continued looking around, searching. There came the ongoing pressure, that power of the ne’rash.
I had to find something else.
Climbing from the saddle, I studied the ground, looking at it the same way as I had when I was around the dwul’ran. With them, there had been something beneath me that had provided the answers. With the tu’alan, they had lived within the forest, within the trees.
Where would I find the is’anish?
That seemed to be the question I needed to answer most of all. If I could uncover the secret of where they hid, I might be able to learn more about how to stop them.
I found nothing.
Making my way across the ground, I held on to the elaron, using that to link to myself, holding that power tightly bound within me, reaching for it as I continued to surge outward with a connection to the ne’rash.
Nothing became obvious.
Perhaps that was a mistake.
What if I needed to release my connection to the elaron?
It illuminated the forest around me, but the is’anish wouldn’t have a connection to the elaron. Not naturally. Not that they had a natural connection to the ne’rash, either.
Perhaps there was something here that would be similar to what I had encountered around the dwul’ran. With them, when I had used my connection to the elaron and the ne’rash, something had happened. In this case, perhaps the elaron was the mistake.
Taking one last look around me, I released it altogether.
Then the power of the ne’rash surged.
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HEVITH
HEVITH CAME AWAKE SLOWLY. Everything within him throbbed with a residual energy, a reminder of the attack. He could remember the way the elaron had surged, holding him in place. Even now, he could feel elaron, though as he attempted to reach for it, he could not access it.
He looked around. He was in a small cell. Walls of smooth stone surrounded him. There was no light, only that which emanated from the walls themselves. Elaron. They glowed, practically pulsing with that power.
Hevith tried to reach for the elaron within him, but he failed. There was something about the walls that made it difficult for him to reach for that power. It was almost as if the elaron in the walls of the cell made it so that he couldn’t draw upon it.
He got to his feet, looking around. The cell’s width was only a few paces in either direction. He made a steady circuit, looking everywhere. He had been a prisoner far too much in his life. The last thing that he had anticipated was that Mel would make him a prisoner again.
Worse, his mother had been complicit in it. She had known. She would have to have known.
Hevith continued pacing.
A wooden door on one side of the room was the only way in or out. He’d tested it, and found it locked. A low ceiling made it so that he had to duck down, bending his neck as he paced, but Hevith was willing to suffer that torment in order to move. His time in the prison yard had taught him that he needed to move in order to keep his mind active. He had to find a way out.
The door was the only way in or out.
Hevith needed to find his connection to the elaron. He could use that to escape. More than that, he needed to get out of here before the Jahor with him did something. He didn’t want them to attack Laranth.
Hevith had no idea whether or not they would even try to attack. If they did, he didn’t know if they would even be successful in breaching the walls. Knowing Coldan, they would give it their best try.
How many would be lost? Jahor could not fight Jahor. At least he hadn’t led his people into the city. That would’ve been even a bigger mistake.
Hevith focused, thinking about the elaron.
He had connected to it enough times that he understood how to reach it. It came from some place deep within his mind, a part of him that was linked to some ancient power. That power was a part of him.
He tracked through that connection, but again he failed to reach it. Somehow, the cell prevented him.
He needed to find the elaron, if only so that he could step into the Place of Knowing. If nothing else, Hevith wanted to use the Place of Knowing to let Coldan know what happened, though didn’t know if that would even be possible. Communication in that place was different. Difficult.
Hevith made a small circle of the inside of the cell, and then began to test the walls. He pushed on the stone, pressing his hands up against it, wondering whether he could feel something within the stone that would help him connect to his elaron. Even as he did, he didn’t find anything useful there.
He paced.
His mind raced, trying to think through everything that had happened, and wishing he might understand why Mel had seemingly betrayed him, but not finding any answer.
Time passed slowly.
At one point, a small slot in the door opened, and someone handed a jug of water through. Hevith took it and drank carefully, worried that it might’ve been tainted, but he needn’t have been concerned. The water had a mineral taste, but otherwise was cool and pleasant.
He set the jug down near one of the walls, and continued to pace.
After a little while longer, the slot opened again. This time, Hevith expected they were going to provide food. What he didn’t expect was a familiar voice from the other side.
“Hevith?”
Hevith headed to the door, standing there. “Mother.”
She tipped up on her toes, looking through the door. All Hevith could see were her eyes. They were the eyes of his mother.
“Did you know that they were going to hold me like this?”
She shook her head. “I will get you out. I’m trying.”
“Why?”
She grabbed at the door, holding herself up so that she could look inside. “They are scared, Hevith.”
“Scared of me?”
“Scared of everything. That is why we remain hidden here.”
“You mean hidden from the rest of the Jahor.”
“I mean hidden here. The people are scared.”
“It’s not the people who are scared,” Hevith said.
If it were only the people, then he wouldn’t have been brought to this cell. “The people who lead you are scared.”
“You don’t understand. You haven’t been a part of this long enough.”
“And whose fault is that?”
She nodded. “You are right. Of course you are. We tried to protect you. Your sister. We tried to protect as many as we could from the dangers. We had seen it ourselves. When our home was destroyed, your father decided we would find safety. We were in Laranth for a little while when attacks began to come again.”
“When were you in Laranth?” So much of his own history was a mystery to him.
“You were young. No more than a year. We had reached Laranth, thinking it would be safe, but it wasn’t. It couldn’t be.”
Hevith stared out through the opening in the doorway. He had been here before.
Could that be why everything had a strange familiarity to him? Not that he knew the city itself. Hevith would’ve been too young to remember anything, but perhaps he could sense that he had been here before.
“Why not tell us?”
“Because you didn’t need to know.”
“I didn’t need to know that I was chased because of what I was?”
“You were never going to be able to reach that potential.”
The words stung more than Hevith would’ve expected.
“You were going to keep me from it?”
She sighed. “You. Your sister. Others who wanted to get away from the war. We figured that if you didn’t know that you were Jahor, if you didn’t know what it meant, you might not be seen as a threat by the Hith. They left others alone.”
“They didn’t leave our caravan alone.”
“They shouldn’t have been after us. We were trying to stay ahead of them, trying to stay ahead of the war. All we wanted to do was to find someplace safe.” She shook her head, a familiar and sad gesture that she had done when he’d been younger.
Hevith shook his head. “You knew.”
“We knew about the war. We had lived through it long enough.”
“Not just that. You knew what I could do.”
“Yes.”
“And you wanted to keep me from it.”
“Yes.”
“And the others who traveled with us?”
“The other Jahor who traveled with us were all like you. Your sister. And their parents were like your father and me. They wanted to keep their children safe. They wanted to keep them out of the war.”
“By denying who they were.”
“By avoiding the danger of the Hith.”
Hevith took a step back and turned away. All this time he had thought that his parents had kept something from him, but he never would have believed that they would have kept from him the truth of what he could be.
They had known. They had known that he had the connection to the elaron. They had wanted to keep him from it.
“The war had been pushing further and further to the north. We knew it was only a matter of time before Laranth fell. So many other cities had fallen much like it. The city leaders were attempting one last strategy, and timed them to hide the city from the Hith. They figured that if they could conceal its presence, then the Jahor who lived within the city might be able to survive.”
Hevith ignored her. His mind raced through everything that he had known about himself. “You had wanted me to lead the wagons,” Hevith said softly.
“Someone would have to lead if we were lost,” she said. “We always knew that was a possibility.”
Hevith looked around the inside of the cell. This was where his mother held him.
“What happened to Father?” he asked. “Kayla?”
“They survived.”
Hevith turned around, looking through the small window in the door at her. “They did?”
She took a deep breath, then released her hold on the window and stepped away. “For a while,” she went on softly. “We knew the rest of the caravan had been attacked. We thought we’d be able to distract them—”
Hevith squeezed his eyes shut. Memories of that day came back to him, still so painful after all this time. “You went to attack the Hith.”
He had wondered why his parents would have gone off like that. His father had told him to lead the wagons, which was what Hevith had tried to do. Only, he had failed the people. He might have attempted to lead the wagons, but he had led them into danger.
“It was the only way we would have gotten the others to safety. We knew that.”
“If you knew that, why wouldn’t you have shared? Why keep that from me?”
Hevith wondered if his sister had known the truth. She was younger than him, but she had been the one in the wagon with their parents.
“We tried to do all we could to protect you from this truth.” His mother stepped toward the door again, looking out through the small slat. She seemed irritated, though maybe also a bit sad. “We wanted to do everything we could to keep you from it. We made a mistake, Hevith.”
A mistake. It seemed to him that it was more than just a mistake they had made.
They had concealed who he was from him.
“What would’ve happened had I not been captured?”
She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “You would have led the people to the north. We tried to find you. We thought that perhaps you’d gotten away, and when we didn’t come across you…”
“How long did you know we were captured?”
“For a little while,” she said.
“How long?”
“We discovered the caravan had been destroyed about a week after we split off.”
A week. By that point, Hevith would already have been close to Yarshin. He might have made it there by then. He didn’t remember the timing well enough to know whether or not he had. “What did you do?”
“What do you mean?”
“When you discovered that the caravan had been destroyed. What did you do?”
“What was there for us to do, Hevith? We believed you were killed. Even those that weren’t killed would have been taken by the Hith. It wasn’t until later…”
“What about later?”
“We learned there were survivors.”
“Others of the caravan?”
“I don’t know. All we know is that there were rumors that some survived. We never were able to find them.”
That might only be Hevith and Vard. As far as he knew, they were the only two who had survived. There might have been others who had been carried off by the Hith, dragged away, but Hevith had no idea if they would have been able to survive.
“Where are my father and sister?”
His mother didn’t answer.
Hevith took a step toward the door. “Where are they?”
“Gone,” she said softly.
“Gone?”
“They survived, but only for a little while. The attack on the Hith took something out of us. Out of all of us. We did what we could to keep the rest of the caravan together, but…”
“How long ago?”
“Hevith—”
“How long ago?”
“Ever since we got to Laranth.”
Hevith let out a long sigh, looking at the door, feeling as if he were even more trapped than he ever had been when he had been imprisoned by the Hith. This time he was captured and held by the Jahor. His people.
“I thought about what I would say to you and Father when I found you. If I found you.” He turned back toward the door. “In none of those scenarios was I a captive.”
“I’m sorry, Hevith. They fear you.”
He grunted, shaking his head slowly. “They should.”
“You’re making a mistake.”
“Am I?” He took a step toward the door again, and he grabbed the opening, looking out through it. “What mistake am I making? Your Jahor intended to hide here, allowing others to suffer. I’ve seen enough of that. Maybe I don’t have the same experience as they do, and maybe I don’t have the same control over the elaron, but I have enough. I will reunite the Jahor.”
Silence fell between them for a few moments. “Why?”
“Because I have seen what needs to be done.”
“Why do you care? These were not your people.”
“Only because you didn’t allow them to be,” Hevith said.
“No. It’s not just that. We were never a part of Laranth. We were never a part of the Jahor. We traveled. We kept you away from it. We kept your sister away from it.”
“Except you didn’t. You might have wanted to keep us out of the war and away from the fighting, but it found us regardless.”
His sister had deserved more. She’d annoyed him when she was younger, but he’d always loved her. Now she had gotten caught up in the war, trapped by what happened—and lost. His father, too, though he would have known more about it.
Hevith took a step back, and he started focusing on the elaron within him. That was what he needed to find. Once he did, then he would use it. Perhaps he would push away from himself, separate into the Place of Knowing, and from there he would have to find a way to travel.
Eventually, he would escape. Hevith knew with certainty he could escape. He had escaped from worse places than this before.
“How long do you intend to hold me?”
“It’s not up to me.”
“The others? Or Mel?”
“Like I said, it’s not up to me. If it were, I would have released you already.”
“I’m not going to hurt your people.”
“They’re not worried about you hurting them.”
“Then they are concerned about the Hith.”
“Yes,” she said.
“Even with all of the protections they have placed around them?”
“Those protections only conceal our presence. They do nothing more than that.”
“It doesn’t change anything, though,” Hevith said. “Hiding here, concealing yourselves, remaining hidden from the Hith does nothing.”
“It allows us to survive.”
“Does it, though?” Hevith inhaled slowly as he looked around the cell. “Is this surviving? I’ve given survival quite a bit of thought ever since I last saw you. Partly that came from my captivity with the Hith. That’s where I discovered my connection to the elaron, by the way. I was captured with soldiers of the Order who protected the inestar. They wanted to survive, too. They wanted to do whatever it would take in order for them to ensure the survival of the inestar. They wanted to do whatever was required.”
“They were only doing what they were supposed to do,” she said.
“No. What they were supposed to do was protect the Jahor. By protecting themselves, by protecting the inestar, they did not do that.”
“You don’t understand,” she said.
“I think I understand,” he said. “I think I understand as well as I need to. Now you’re holding me because your people are afraid. My people are afraid, too. How can they not be? Still, they recognize they need to do more for the Jahor.”
“They do or you do?”
Hevith didn’t answer at first.
He wasn’t sure what the right answer to the question would be. Those with him knew what he intended, and they knew that he would do all he could to bring them to safety, but it was more than that. They would have to deal with the dangers of the Hith.
That was more about what he wanted.
Were he able to work with the leaders in Laranth, he thought he might be able to find a place to stay for those with him who didn’t want to fight. Wasn’t that something he’d hoped for? Not all wanted to take part in the fighting. Some wanted nothing more than to be safe.
“I do,” he said.
His mother was quiet for a moment. “You could stay here. I know they would allow it. You’re already here. With your connection to the elaron already, it wouldn’t take long before you progressed to a leading role. We’ve lost one, so there would be a place.”
“What do you mean that you’ve lost one?”
His mother pressed closer to the small opening in the door so that all he saw were her eyes again. “There was another. When they heard the inestar had fallen, they wanted to reclaim it.”
“They left to come for me?”
“Not for you. We didn’t know anything about you or who had the inestar. All we knew was that the inestar had been lost.”
“What happened to them?”
“They were captured.”
“Hith?”
“We think so, but we don’t really know. It could be the Vicenz. I don’t know if you have any experience with the Vicenz—”
Hevith smiled tightly. “Unfortunately, I have had more than I prefer of experience with the Vicenz. They were who attempted to take the inestar.”
His mother nodded. “That fits with what we have seen from them. For so long, it was only the Hith we feared. We didn’t know anything about the Vicenz.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “They are worse, Hevith.”
“How long ago were they taken?”
“A few months ago. It wouldn’t have been as much of a concern, but the Movras—”
“Movras?”
His mother nodded. “They provide leadership. They—”
“I am fully aware of the Movras. Mel was the person who found me in Yarshin. She helped me.”
His mother’s face tightened. “She did?”
“She was there. Had she not been, I wouldn’t have survived.”
“She never said anything.”
Hevith shrugged. “Perhaps she didn’t want to admit her role with me.”
His mother looked behind her. “She should have said something.”
Hevith stared into the distance. His mind raced as he tried to think about what he had encountered, and whether there was anything that he might be able to uncover now.
Mel was the reason he was here.
“Tell me more about the Movras.”
“He was powerful. He thought we could find a way to overcome the Hith.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“No. He disappeared, and we don’t know how to reach him any longer.”
Hevith thought of the other he had seen when he had been in the Place of Knowing. There had been power there. Someone with incredible power, but also someone who was controlled by the Hith within Vor. Could they be the same?
“I think I know where he is,” Hevith said. “When I was trying to find other Jahor, I went into the Place of Knowing.”
“You did what?”
They might call it by a different name. They seemed to recognize him in the Place of Knowing when he’d found them. “The Place of Knowing. There was another there. They pulled on me, trying to draw me. It called to me.”
She hesitated. “How did it call to you?”
“They helped me learn how to separate into the Place of Knowing. I don’t really know how to describe it any other way, only that there was incredible power I detected when I was pulled like that.”
“The Movras would have been incredibly powerful,” his mother said.
“There might be a way to get to them.”
“How?”
“I need to be out of here first.”
“I’m not supposed to release you.”
“I understand, but I’m not going to do anything to harm the Jahor of Laranth. All I want is to get back to my people.”
His mother looked over her shoulder, glancing behind her before turning her attention back to him. “Why?”
“Because the Jahor need me. Those within Laranth may not know it, but the Jahor with me understand. We need to unite the Jahor. Whatever it takes.”
She turned her attention back to him, letting out a slow sigh. “I will release you. You can’t linger here, though.”
“I won’t. There are others with me who might wish to remain within Laranth. Let them, please.”
His mother stared through the opening in the doorway before nodding. “I will do what I can,” she said.
It was going to have to be enough.
“I will need time to get you free. Give me a little while, and I’ll return to open the door.”
Hevith could only nod. She slid the opening to the door closed, and disappeared. Hevith started to pace. He made his way around the inside of the cell, looking everywhere, examining everything that was here. He found nothing that would show him how to escape.
He needed an opportunity. Nothing more than that.
Hevith kept waiting for his mother to return, but she did not.
He continued pacing, glancing every so often to the door, anticipating that at any moment she would be there, pulling it open, releasing him so that he could return to the other Jahor. When moments stretched into minutes that stretched into hours, and still she had not come, Hevith started to wonder if perhaps she had misled him.
Perhaps she believed she could do more than what she could.
Something about all of this troubled him, including the brief conversation he’d had with Mel. There was more going on here than he knew. He just had to figure out what it was and what it meant for him.
What if Mel wasn’t who he thought she was?
He took a seat, resting his head against the wall of the cell, staring at the door as he waited. When he drifted off to sleep, he had dreams of his family, dreams of what had once been there, dreams of what he had lost, and dreams where nothing was the way it appeared.
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HEVITH
HEVITH CAME AWAKE WITH A START.
Distantly, he was aware of a tapping sound outside of the cell.
He got to his feet. Everything felt stiff and achy, as if he had been sitting in place for an incredibly long time. How long had he been sleeping? Strangely, he felt refreshed, which suggested that he had rested much longer than he had intended.
His mother must not have come. He had expected that his mother would have returned by now, opening the door and releasing him so that he could return to the other Jahor.
That she had not…
He stopped in front of the door, leaning toward it. The small window remained closed, but the sound of a tapping drifted through it. It was steady and rhythmic. It wasn’t the sound of footsteps on stone, though it was close.
He waited, and the sound came closer and closer. With each passing moment, Hevith could practically feel that sound getting nearer to him. When it did, what would he find?
He took a step back, standing in the middle of the cell, waiting.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off with Mel. She wouldn’t have treated him like this. That wasn’t the woman that he had come to know. Which meant that this might not be Mel.
If not…
Then who was it?
The tapping persisted. It was louder now.
Hevith attempted to reach for the connection to the elaron deep within him. The power existed within him. Somehow he was going to have to call upon it, though the cell restricted him from doing so. There was power in the walls as well, and he wondered if that was why he felt as refreshed as he did.
Hevith strained for the elaron as he sat in the middle of his cell. He had to find some way for him to call upon that power, and only when he did would he be able to protect himself. If his mother wasn’t going to come—and the longer that he sat here, the more certain he was that she wasn’t coming back for him—the more he felt that he had to come up with some answer on his own. Hevith didn’t know what that was going to involve. The only thing he could think of trying would be calling upon the power of elaron, and using that to free himself.
The steady tapping came, drifting along the length of the hallway, coming through the door. Hevith looked toward the door, watching, but there was no sign of anything there.
Just the steady tapping.
He reached deep inside himself, focusing on the elaron. If he could find some way to access that… The tapping stopped.
Hevith looked up, studying the door.
Distantly, he could feel a trembling within himself. Elaron.
It was faint, but near enough that Hevith thought he might be able to reach for it and draw upon it.
The tapping came again. This time it was right outside of the door.
The steadiness to the tapping troubled him.
There had to be some reason that they had stopped outside of the cell.
Hevith got to his feet, looking at the wall.
Hevith focused, ignoring the tapping, ignoring his captivity, thinking about the very first time he had begun to call upon the power of the elaron. That power had come up from some deep part of himself. Morad had taught him, showing him how to connect to it.
Hevith had focused on what he wanted to accomplish in order to use the elaron. As far as he knew, the elaron required he connect to a certain part of it. Not all of it. Hevith didn’t know if he could connect to all of the elaron. In this case, what he wanted was to get free so that he could go to his people and he could see if there was any way that he could help them.
More than that, Hevith wanted to escape so that he could help the Jahor. Hevith felt some part of himself that wanted to help others deep within his mind. That was what he needed to reach.
As he continued to focus on that, Hevith felt it drifting up to him. It was a faint sensation. It was there, distant, but near enough that all he had to do was grab for it.
Hevith reached out for that power. Then he felt it.
It was faint at first, but there came a strange connection.
It was the walls behind him. It was the building itself. It was everything.
All of it was connected to the elaron. All of it was connected to him.
Hevith could use it. It filled him. Power started to swirl through him.
It started someplace deep within everything around him, and it began to build more and more, rising up with a strange stirring, coming up through his feet, through his belly, up into his head.
It reminded him of what he had felt when Mel had used power on him.
He had that power.
And he was connected to Jahor, and to the elaron and to everything all around him.
It started with the building. From there, Hevith could stretch beyond. He could push outward, connecting to the city, to the people within it, but what he really wanted was to connect to the Jahor out in the city, his people.
There was a distant sensation of them. He sent a surge of power through himself. It echoed through the walls of the building, outward through the city, and then beyond. By holding on to that power, Hevith managed to create something similar to the inestar.
A summons.
This was different, though. Hevith used the summons to call to his people, to alert them that he was here, and hopefully so that they would know he might need their help. Hevith let that energy burst from him.
Then the tapping came from the door.
No longer did he fear the door opening.
No longer did any of this bother him. He was not trapped. He had the elaron within him. Hevith could hold on to that, and he could use it, and when he did he could get free.
Hevith exploded it through the door. It slammed into the door, and it thundered open. He saw nothing out in the hallway.
There had been tapping. Hevith was certain of it.
As he approached the door, power flowing from him, everything taking on a glowing light, he saw nothing. He looked along the length of the hallway, searching for what had caused the tapping, but he didn’t see anything.
A row of doors lined the hallway. The tapping came from one of them.
“Valtek?”
He waited for an answer. There was none.
Valtek had to be here. They had imprisoned him the same as Hevith.
Hevith turned and made his way around the hall, moving slowly, pausing in front of each door. When he pushed one open, he found it empty. He turned to the next, and he pushed that one open.
These doors were all made of wood, and there was something about them that seemed able to resist the power of the elaron. Something about this entire building seemed designed to resist the power of the elaron.
As if it were drawing it from him.
He pressed his hand upon one of the doors, and he pushed the elaron through it. He didn’t feel anything on the other side of the door, nothing other than the elaron. He tested it, finding it locked. That was different.
He blasted the elaron into the door, and it came slamming open. Valtek sat in the room, kicking at the wall. That was the tapping.
He blinked as he looked up. “Hevith?”
“It’s me,” he said.
“How are you connected here? There’s something here that’s keeping me from it.”
Hevith shook his head. “I’m not entirely sure. All I know is that I reconnected to the elaron. I think that you can too. Focus on how you first connected to it when you first began to connect to the elaron.”
Valtek got to his feet, and he looked over at Hevith, looking past him. “It’s been so long ago, that I forget. It was difficult for me at first. It wasn’t until I worked with Mel that I began to know the ways I could access that power. Even now…”
“Even now what?”
“Even now, I wonder if those lessons would be the same as what they were at that time. I changed. I think all of us change over time, much like the way that we control power changes. I wonder if the factors that motivate me, the keys to how I would control elaron, would be different now than what they had been when I was younger.”
Hevith smiled. “I would like to have known what that was like for you.”
“I don’t know if you would.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t know that I would have made you proud. When I see you, when I see what you’re willing to do on behalf of the Jahor, I can’t help but realize you’re everything we had wanted to be. You do all of the things we claimed we wanted, and you do them in a way that seems so selfless.”
Hevith chuckled. “The things I do are partly for myself.”
“Such as unifying the Jahor?”
“I haven’t done that, yet.”
“But you intend to.”
Hevith looked behind him, ignoring the comment. “They lost their Movras,” Hevith said. “They fear the Hith finding them. I think that’s why they brought us here.”
“They shouldn’t fear us,” Valtek said.
“There’s something else,” Hevith said.
“What is it?”
“I’m not entirely convinced that Mel is who she says she is.”
“I thought that you tested her?”
“And I did, but…” How was he supposed to tell Valtek what he was concerned about?
Valtek hadn’t seen the same things that Hevith had. Valtek hadn’t seen the Vicenz use their strange ability to change their appearance. Valtek hadn’t seen any of it. As far as Valtek knew, they had no reason to be concerned.
Valtek didn’t know everything that Hevith has been through. He didn’t know all that they had seen. He didn’t know his experience with his mother. Hevith wasn’t even sure that he knew, not anymore. He continued to hold on to the elaron, and the power filled him. It was that power, that elaron, that he was going to need if he was right.
“What do you intend to do?”
“Well, we have to do several things,” he said.
“Several? Why do I get the sense that we aren’t going to like this?”
“Because we probably aren’t,” Hevith said. “First off, we have to free Laranth.”
“Free it? I didn’t realize that Laranth was in any danger.”
“I think it’s in much more danger than we realize. And once we free it, then we have to go and free the Movras. The real Movras.”
“Where?”
“Where I intended to go all along.”
“You know what that might involve.”
Hevith nodded. “I’m well aware of what it might involve, and I’m well aware of what it might take on my behalf, but doing so is what will begin to free us from the Hith.”
“Do you really think you need to?” Valtek watched him, frowning. “Is it really necessary? Considering what you can do, what you can be. It makes you wonder whether or not it would be necessary for you to do any of this. You can be the Movras.”
“I can’t be the Movras. I have to be something else. Something different. I’m not entirely sure what that is, but it is something other than the Movras.”
And in the past, Hevith had thought that he would have to be this other, this Volatar, but he wasn’t even sure if that was what he needed to be. He had to be the one to help fight. He would have to be the one to help the Jahor. The one to stop the Hith. Doing so would involve power, and it would involve violence, and it would involve fighting.
None of that was his specialty. Not yet. What he needed was to begin to master his control over the elaron. He had ways of connecting it, using the elaron, borrowing from others. Hevith didn’t know if that was something that all Jahor capable of doing or whether it was a gift that he alone had been granted, though he didn’t know if it mattered.
Each of them had their own special connections to the elaron, and each of them had their own ways of reaching it. In his case, the way that he was able to reach the elaron, the way that he could connect to it, gave him the kind of power he thought he could use to bridge it.
That was what the Jahor needed.
“How do we do this?” Valtek asked.
“We start the same way we do all things. We take the first step.”
Hevith turned away, and they headed out into the hall.
As he looked around the hallway, Hevith used the entire building as his inestar. It echoed outward, radiating out beyond Laranth, almost toward the wagon caravan, and then beyond even that.
“They will know,” Valtek said.
“Perhaps,” Hevith said.
“Are you worried?”
“Worried about what?”
“Worried about angering them?”
Hevith shook his head. “I don’t know that it matters. Not anymore. The Jahor have made their choice.”
“And what choice do you make?”
“The only one I can.”
Hevith started out along the hallway, and he reached the wooden door blocking his entrance. When he tested it, he was unsurprised to find it was locked. He pushed power on the door, and it came flying open.
He glanced over to Valtek. “I might need you to be ready.”
“I will be.”
“You can reach for the elaron now?”
“Now that I’m out of the cell, I can.”
Hevith focused on the elaron. There was pressure against him. That pressure seemed to build, almost as if there was a point in it that tried to resist him focusing on it. That was where he needed to focus.
“There,” he whispered.
“Where do you think we need to go?”
“Up.”
Valtek nodded, and they followed the hallway. Valtek seem to know where they were going, strange fingers of elaron guiding them.
Hevith followed him, continuing to hold on to the elaron, using that to know where they needed to go. With each step, Hevith felt the pressure against him, the strange pulsation of elaron continuing to build. Hevith started after it.
Valtek was there, staying with him.
They reached a stair, and Hevith moved carefully. They hadn’t seen anybody in the halls. That troubled him. The only thing he had seen was the visions of people he had known.
There were people outside in the streets, the people of Laranth he’d seen as they had made their way into the city, but there hadn’t been anyone else. Where were they?
“This troubles me,” Valtek said.
“The troubles me, too.”
“Are you sure that we were really here?” Hevith looked over, and Valtek shrugged. “It’s possible they could use elaron in such a way that would make it seem as if we were in a place, but we were truly not. An illusion that would make us believe that we were in Laranth. It’s not my skill, but there are some who do have that talent.”
“Such as Mel?”
“Mel would have it, but even she wouldn’t necessarily use that power in that way. In this case…”
They continued up the stairs, and Hevith looked at everything, looking all around as he trailed after Valtek. He continued to hold on to the elaron within him, letting that power fill him, but he didn’t think there was anything here that was only imagined.
The conversations he had didn’t seem to be imagined. Those had been real. Those had to have been real. He thought about his mother. The memory he had of her, and the conversation that he’d had with her.
That had been real. It had to have been.
If it had not been real, then was anything that he had learned real?
Hevith pushed those thoughts away.
Instead, he focused only on the elaron, using that as he headed up the stairs.
He reached a point at the top the stairs. A landing. From here, he motioned for Valtek to follow. They headed along the hallway, and everything shimmered. It reminded him of what they had seen outside when they were making their way toward the leaders of the city. It was a shimmering quality, a surge of power.
It wasn’t only elaron, though.
Hevith could see that energy, and he could see it building, but he wasn’t able to feel anything about it.
What had he learned, though? Mel had been the one to create the protections around the city. Those protections didn’t feel like elaron.
With a growing fear, he thought he understood.
Which made it even worse.
The protections were not elaron, and because of that, they were not something that he could easily overcome.
Why couldn’t he?
Hevith wrapped himself in elaron. It filled him. He exploded it upon the strange protections in front of him.
There was an emptiness out in front of him. Hevith used that emptiness, focusing on it, and slammed power into it, battering at it. As he did, he could feel that starting to change. Something in the air shifted, shimmering, and it took Hevith a moment to realize what it was. It reminded him of the way that the illusion had been shed from the village Valtek occupied before coming with him.
The room around him changed. When it did, Valtek gasped. “What is that?” he whispered.
“This is as it should be,” Hevith said.
He looked to see a line of people along one wall, elaron filling them. It radiated out from them, drawn toward the inestar.
Standing in the center of the room was the person he believed to be Mel.
Only, Mel wouldn’t call upon power the way that this person did. His mother started toward him, but Hevith held his hand up, pushing elaron out from it.
“What are you doing, Hevith?” she whispered.
“Everything isn’t as you believe,” he said.
“You’re wrong, Hevith. You’re making a mistake.”
Hevith held out his hand, continuing to hold power from him. Everything wasn’t as he believed, but it was close enough he thought that he was right.
He focused on the inestar.
That was what troubled him the most.
She—or he, considering he didn’t know whether or not this was Morad—used the inestar in a way that it should not have been used. That power continued to pour out from the others, flowing from them, and headed into the inestar.
From there, that power rolled away, flowing toward Hevith. If this continued much longer, it would attack him. Hevith resisted. The inestar summoned the elaron. It was designed to help the Jahor.
And he had to use the inestar. He had to use that power. He knew how to use it now.
Hevith let power explode from him. When it did, it crashed into the inestar, and something shimmered. It shifted around Mel.
The others all turned to Hevith.
“You’re going to have to do something quickly,” Valtek said.
“I’m trying to see if I can’t overwhelm the inestar.”
“Why? Do you want them angry at you?”
“I think they are already angry at me. I think that’s because of Mel… Or Morad.”
Hevith focused on the inestar, focusing on the power coming off of it, and he focused on what he believed to be Mel. That couldn’t be.
“You had better be right about this,” Valtek said.
“If I’m not, then be prepared to get moving quickly.”
Only as Hevith looked out into the distance, looking toward Mel, he had to believe that he was right. He had seen it before. He had seen that use of power. He had known how it could be drawn, and he understood that there was some way for him to pull upon it.
Hevith thought he could overpower it, but it was going to take him trying something different. He wasn’t going to be able to overpower the inestar. Not with as many people who controlled the elaron around him, and all of them powerful. What he would need to do would be different.
Somehow, he was going to have to find a way of using that power.
He could call to it.
He focused on the energy coming from the inestar. That power continued to fluctuate, flowing outward. Within that, Hevith could feel something more, and he let it flow to him. Hevith started drawing upon the elaron. He could feel it flowing away from where it had been, away from the inestar, and it started heading toward him. The energy off of it built, and it streaked away from the inestar and came toward him.
There was resistance.
He took a step forward.
The others around him focused their attention on him.
Elaron built from them, but Hevith ignored it.
They were not the target.
As he focused, he could feel that they were not the target. He could feel that they were reacting because they thought he was attacking Mel.
“You would attack me?” Mel asked.
Hevith focused on the elaron, on the inestar, and on the way that power began to flow.
“I wouldn’t attack Mel,” Hevith said. “Mel was my friend. Mel was the first person who offered me her protection. Mel was the one who came to me when I needed the most. I would have done anything to help Mel.”
“But not me?”
Hevith took another step forward.
“Not you, Morad.”
He pulled on the elaron.
When he did, there came a shimmering.
And Morad stood before him.
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VOLATAR
I TREMBLED with the ne’rash filling me.
I had never been around anything quite like it. There had been many times when I had tried to understand my connection to the ne’rash, trying to better understand just what it meant for me to have that power, but I had never really known it. I had understood the ne’rash as a destructive force, and it had taken me time to recognize the connection to the ne’rash was not simply a means to a destructive power. The ne’rash could be used in that way, but like all great powers, it could be used in many ways. It was up to me to determine how I would use it.
The energy of the ne’rash continued to build all around me. I focused on it, trying to ignore the power that blossomed near me, and feared what it might represent.
There was a source of drawing power. Making my way toward that, I approached it carefully. Tentatively. In the distance, I could feel something changing.
The ne’rash continued to flow.
It burned into the darkness, creating a circle of dark energy, power that exploded all around us. It was that explosion of power that called me toward it.
I could ignore it, but what I needed was to better understand the ne’rash, and I wasn’t going to be able to do so by hiding from it. I had to embrace that power. I had to embrace the energy I detected here. I had to embrace the surge of that power that came.
Moving slowly, I headed toward the power of the ne’rash. It pulsated out of the ground. As I approached, I could see something. It was almost as if that band of power exploded from the ground and guided me toward it.
That was unexpected.
I continued holding on to the power within me, embracing it as I neared, prepared for the possibility I would be attacked if there were is’anish here. And given the control over the ne’rash that I detected, I had to be careful.
A thought came to me.
The is’anish didn’t have control over the elaron or the ne’rash on their own.
I had seen that in the fortress. They could use it. In that way, they were incredibly skilled, much like the Vicenz. They were able to draw upon that power, to mix the two together, and could manipulate it, though they didn’t have any control over it on their own.
What if this was the same? If so, it would mean there was power stored here. I might even be able to use it myself.
I began to circle the ne’rash bursting out from the ground. It was massive, a beam of power that stretched outward. It shot up toward the sky, a straight burst of power that flowed outward in branches of dark energy.
I focused on it, and attempted to pull upon the ne’rash. There was resistance, but then I felt something parting. It was as if the ne’rash granted me the ability to draw upon it.
Could the ne’rash
want me to use it?
As the darkness eased, I realized that it wasn’t just a beam of ne’rash. It was a tree.
Much like the tu’alan lived in the forest, among the trees, and even the dwul’ran lived in the forest, buried within some strange tree structure underneath the ground, it seemed the is’anish had something similar. A tree of ne’rash.
The ne’rash seemed to conceal the tree, hiding it. Shadows swirled around it. I could make out the details of the tree. It was enormous. I had never seen a structure at all like this. This one towered high above the ground, the lower branches above the canopy of the forest. A tree like this should be visible from leagues away, though we had seen nothing.
I stared at it. While I did, I realized there was movement near it on the upper branches. Creatures scurried.
The is’anish.
I circled the tree. There had to be some way in.
Did I even want to go in? If it brought me closer to the is’anish, and to the Trilan, then coming here posed a danger to me. I had seen the way the is’anish would draw power, using it against my people. I had seen the way that they would form dangerous energies, and I had seen the way that they could attack.
I didn’t want my people to be harmed by that power.
Somehow, I was going to have to stop them.
I saw nothing about the tree that would grant me a way in.
The movement on the upper branches was high enough that I couldn’t reach them. Short of attempting to scale this tree, I wasn’t going to be able to get there.
They were protected. Anger filled me.
With it, came the surge of the ne’rash. It was a familiar surge of power that I had felt before, and it left me trembling. I had to be careful with it. I didn’t want to release too much energy here.
When I held on to the ne’rash, I detected a flicker of power that reverberated. It came from high overhead. They had noticed me.
Let them.
I knew where those thoughts came from. I knew it stemmed from my connection to the ne’rash, the anger that filled me as it often did when I held on to that power. I knew I could temper it without releasing that power, but it would take me gaining control over the ne’rash, and it would take me finding that control deep within myself. Doing so wasn’t going to be easy. Not without Coldan here. I could use the elaron, but I had a sense that the elaron would mask me and my ability to detect everything else that I wanted.
Instead, I had to embrace the ne’rash, embrace that power and let it fill me. If I didn’t, then it might consume me. As dangerous as it might be, I had to let the power of the ne’rash fill me.
There came a strange surge of energy in the trees. The is’anish already knew I was here. Power exploded. Ne’rash power.
I tried to draw upon it, summoning it to me. I could feel something changing.
It struck me as odd that the is’anish would have so much ne’rash here. They didn’t have any control over it themselves. Whatever great power they had was different. Their power allowed them to absorb the power of others and modify it. They were changed with that power, and could use it to change others.
Something wasn’t quite right.
I thought about what the dwul’ran had said. The ger’thin had been fragmented. It was possible the ger’thin had power over the ne’rash that had been gifted to the is’anish.
Unless even that wasn’t right.
Continuing to circle around the tree, I looked at the power flowing in front of me. If this was the is’anish storing ne’rash, then it should be something I could identify. If it was something else, then I needed to understand it so I could know just what the is’anish were capable of. I found nothing to help me understand.
There was nothing that stored the ne’rash. The ne’rash seemed to flow naturally, almost as if it were drawn by the tree itself. Perhaps not even the tree, but by the is’anish up in the tree.
I added what I could to the ne’rash tree. It surged.
I braced myself for an is’anish attack, but there was no sign of it.
Instead, a surge of energy came from overhead. It streaked toward me. Then it surrounded me.
It was a powerful burst of ne’rash energy. I had felt the ne’rash many times over the years, and had been attacked by it countless times, the Hith using their control over the ne’rash to assault me, but I’d never felt anything quite like this.
As the ne’rash surrounded me, there was almost something comforting about it.
The power circling around me lifted me.
I pushed out with the ne’rash to hold myself down on the ground. The moment I was lifted into the tree would be the moment that I no longer was in control of what happened to me and to my people.
I fought, straining against this ne’rash, but it was too much. The energy from the tree surrounded me, and overwhelmed my ability to fight. It carried me up and up, higher and higher, and closer to the lower branches.
I started to reach for the elaron, but some part of me—and as I focused on it, I realized it came from the part of me that connected to the ne’rash—warned me not to draw upon the elaron.
Why not?
If the is’anish intended to attack and harm me, then I had to do whatever I could to protect myself. Only as I felt the power around me, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was a mistake.
Instead, I held on to the elaron deep within me, but didn’t pull it out from me. The elaron drew through me. The ne’rash was there, a part of me as well. The combination of the two was enough that I could use it, and I thought I might be able to combine them in whatever explosive nature I needed.
I reached a branch, and the power guided me to an enormous platform.
Three creatures surrounded me.
They were dark-skinned, dark-haired, and filled with the dark ne’rash energy. They reminded me of the tu’alan, only filled with a dark power rather than the light of the elaron. Strangely, none of them reminded me of the is’anish that I had seen before.
They stood circling me, ringing me, and all of them held on to the ne’rash.
There was no way for me to counter the power they held. There was simply too much ne’rash around me. The creatures didn’t move.
I reached out with the ne’rash.
It was the only thing I could think of doing. I didn’t even know if it would make a difference, and as I pushed out with the ne’rash, I could feel something about the connection that shifted, connecting to them.
Suddenly the darkness faded.
Everything around me took on a faint purplish glow, allowing me to make out details of these creatures of the tree, and of a city I suddenly was made aware of within the tree. It was enormous.
Much like the city within the tu’alan forest, and the dwul’ran city, this was impressive, though in a different way than the others. They lived within the tree, occupying these branches, interconnected by a series of what looked to be vines growing between the branches. Hundreds upon hundreds of the is’anish scaled the vines, making their way along branches, and moved throughout the city. I saw no sign of homes, nothing that would show me where these people lived within the city, only that there was this movement.
I waited for somebody to present themselves to me, worried about what would happen when they attacked.
It would be the Trilan.
For some reason, I was certain that the Trilan would be the one to come. I had already mentally prepared myself for the need to draw upon my elaron blade, wrapping it with the ne’rash, and using that in order to attack. I didn’t know if there would be anything I would be able to do against him, but I was determined to try.
I had to find some way.
I maintained my hold on power, connecting to it and letting it fill me, but even as I did, I could feel something else shifting.
There was a considerable energy here.
One of the is’anish stepped forward. That creature carried something with him—a slender, twisted bit of metal. A weapon of some sort?
I thought about the staff I’d been given by the tu’alan, turning it into a weapon that had been able to summon the elaron, using that against the is’anish. If this were something similar, then perhaps I was in more danger than I realized.
They shouldn’t have the kind of control I’d seen. My understanding of the is’anish was that they had stolen power, not that they had it on their own. And if they had stolen it, there should have been no way for them to use it like this against us.
“Go on,” I said.
It was too brash. I knew it was, and I knew I risked an attack by being so harsh, but I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t willing to just stand here and have them attack me like this. When it came down to it, I was prepared to summon my elaron blade and fight, whatever was necessary to stop them.
“Bring on the Trilan. That’s what you intend to do, isn’t it? You intend to bring him out so that he can attack. Well, go ahead, then.”
The is’anish studied me. They were all about a foot shorter than me, and had small, almost childlike faces, though a darkness emanated from them, the power of the ne’rash that came from all of them. It was a power I knew and recognized, making it difficult to make out much more about them.
There was a flicker of power from him. The ne’rash flowed. It came from some deep place, connecting him to the tree, and I suddenly understood the storage of ne’rash.
They used the tree. That would explain the presence of ne’rash, though not how they had managed to gain such control. Could they have forced the others to have helped? Knowing what I did of the other creatures, and how little I understood of the ger’thin, I had no idea whether they could have been forced into serving, teaching the is’anish how to control the ne’rash. I suspected such a thing were possible, though.
“Why have you come?” The creature who approached was the one who held on to the twisted bit of metal. He had a strange voice, harsh, though there was an edge of melody to it.
“I came to stop you from attacking,” I said.
The is’anish tapped the cane, and again there came a surge of the ne’rash from him.
Was that how he connected to the tree and that power? It was a strange way for him to use it and different than when we’d been attacked in the fortress.
Had I misread the situation?
As I looked around the tree, none of the creatures had the strange form of the is’anish I’d seen before. All were dark-skinned, dark-haired, and all had the same swirling dark energy around them. It was the power of the ne’rash.
I had a hard time thinking that the is’anish I had encountered would all be able to summon the ne’rash as easily as this. Whatever was here was something else.
“We have not attacked. We have honored the agreement.”
I blinked, turning my attention back to him and trying to focus. “Not from what we have seen. You have used your abilities to press north, and forced the attack. You’ve participated in the slaughter of countless Jahor.”
“We do not get involved in the activities of man.”
The comment was so much like what the tu’alan had said that I knew not to dismiss it. We’d been misled somehow.
“Aren’t you the is’anish?”
The is’anish nodded. “You have found us, if that is what you seek.”
“But you aren’t responsible for attacking? You haven’t tried to harm the Jahor? You aren’t responsible for the Hith?”
With each question, the is’anish continued to watch me, confusion building on his face.
“And you aren’t responsible for attacking us in the fortress. Or the tu’alan.”
With that, he shook his head. “We would not have attacked our cousins.”
What mistake had I made?
“And you don’t have one known as the Trilan here?”
The other two creatures near him began to murmur excitedly.
That worried me.
I didn’t know what they were saying, nor could I understand the way they were saying it. They spoke in a slightly harsh language I didn’t. I had learned many languages over the years, but none of them were the languages of these tribes.
The is’anish leader turned away from me, speaking to the others, and when he turned back to me, a frown on his face left me worried.
“Do you know the Trilan?” I asked.
“We know of this one.”
“Is he not one of the is’anish?”
The is’anish tapped his cane. Power burst, a surge of the ne’rash.
It was controlled power. Far more controlled than what I had seen even from the Hith. Far more control than what I possessed.
It was more than what we had seen when we had dealt with the is’anish.
The way that power swirled out from this leader, away from his cane, out and around him and his people, surrounding the tree itself, should have given me all the answer that I needed. I should have known when coming here. I should’ve known when I felt that power working around me, lifting me. I should have known when there was something changing here.
I had been mistaken.
With a sudden understanding, I thought that I knew the answer.
“The Trilan isn’t is’anish, is he? He’s ger’thin.”
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MORAD LOOKED JUST as Hevith remembered. He was thin, with shaggy hair, and almost sallow features. He had a long nose, rosy cheeks, and there was anger that glittered in his eyes, no differently than the last time that Hevith had seen him. It was that anger that struck him first. That anger which struck him the most potently. He wanted to move away from Morad, only partly because of the rage that filled him.
And Morad did rage. Power swirled around him. He held tightly to the inestar, and he continued to draw that energy away, summoning it outward, pulling it away from the Jahor. The only thing that really had changed was his face and his height. He was dressed the same as he appeared to be when he pretended to be Mel.
The other Jahor shifted the focus of their attention. They backed away.
“Do you see what you are doing?” Morad asked. “You have begun to divide your people.”
“I’m not dividing the people. I intend to unite them.”
“Do you really think you can overpower me?”
Hevith called upon the elaron, letting that power flow to him. There was enough of it within him that he thought he could continue to draw, but he worried he wasn’t going to be strong enough.
Morad laughed.
The last time Hevith had seen him, he had battled with Morad, and Hevith had lost. He remembered just how difficult it had been when he had faced Morad.
“I’ve defeated you before,” Hevith said.
“You haven’t defeated anything,” Morad said. “You didn’t do it. She did.”
With a shimmering of power, suddenly he became Mel again.
The effect was startling, almost too much for Hevith to bear. Seeing that change, the way that it shifted and shimmered, and seeing Mel’s face upon Morad left him troubled.
“Look at him,” Hevith said, calling upon the elaron, using the power drawn from the inestar. “Look at the person you trusted.” He looked around at all of the people in the room, Jahor who should want to work with Hevith. The Volatar could help them.
“I did what you could not,” Morad said.
“And what was that?”
“I united the Jahor. I brought them here. You should thank me.”
Hevith focused on the power within him, letting that power and energy continue to build. He had to summon more power.
As Morad used his power, Hevith struggled. “Of course, I doubt you would ever thank me. Not you, the great Hevith Alaster. The Volatar.”
Hearing that title come out Morad’s mouth left him amused. He took a step forward. “I have embraced that term.”
“Of course you would.”
“I will be the Volatar.”
“You will be nothing. You made a mistake. You are a mistake.”
“No.”
Morad held up the inestar. “I have this now. Do you think I’m unprepared for you?”
Power exploded outward. It caught Hevith off guard.
It wasn’t the elaron.
He’d expected more of the elaron, and had been prepared to defend himself against the elaron coming off of the others, but that wasn’t what Morad used.
It was Hith power.
When it rumbled toward him, it threw Hevith off his feet. He slammed backward, and fell. Valtek was there, looking over to Hevith, trying to help him up.
When he got up, he faced Morad again.
Morad gripped the inestar, and darkness swirled around it.
“He’s using Hith power along with the elaron,” Hevith said.
“He will destroy it,” Valtek said.
“I don’t know that something like that can be destroyed,” Hevith said.
He thought about what he had seen when he had gone into the forest with the tu’alan. They had known that power. They had known just what was possible, and as far as he knew, they had been responsible for helping to craft it. Despite their assurances that they stayed out of the war of man, they had been a part of it. And with the power the inestar commanded, Hevith thought he needed to overwhelm it.
He wasn’t sure that he could, not with Morad holding on to more than just the elaron through it. Darkness swirled, and it made it difficult for Hevith to do anything.
“Once you’re removed, there will be no more trouble. They will fall back under my control.”
The other Jahor were silent. Were they under some sort of enchantment?
Hevith looked around, trying to find power they might be using, but couldn’t see—or feel—anything.
“That’s what this is about for you? Control?”
“That’s what this has always been about,” Morad said.
The darkness continued to swirl out from the inestar.
It felt wrong to Hevith. The inestar wasn’t supposed to be used for that. The inestar was supposed to connect to the elaron.
Hevith had been careful when he had faced the Hith in the past, not wanting to use the inestar to draw upon the Hith magic. He had wanted to keep it separate, knowing that doing so would somehow influence the device. It was no different than when he used his staff. The power through it influenced the staff, giving it some shape.
More power began to pour off of the inestar. It dragged away from the other Jahor in the room. It was dragging away from him.
Morad laughed. “If only you had ignored the summons, but you were too eager. You who wanted to see his little mommy,” Morad said.
“You wouldn’t understand what it was like to care for your family,” he said.
“I understand. I’ve lost more than you could ever imagine.”
Hevith try to take a step toward Morad, but with the power coming off of him, he feared getting too close. There was too much coming from him, and it made it difficult for Hevith to do anything. He tried to hold on to the elaron within himself but couldn’t.
There was no way for him to even attempt to summon the elaron off of the others. Even as he tried, it mixed with whatever dark energy that Morad held, the Hith magic swirling around him.
That it wasn’t Morad’s magic didn’t even matter, not when he had a device like the inestar. Not when he was surrounded by those who had such a tight connection to the elaron.
And not one…
There would have to be Hith around, as well. For Morad to have that much power, it meant there would have to be others with that control.
“Go. Warn Coldan,” he whispered to Valtek. “There are Hith here.”
“I can’t leave you.”
“I’m afraid that you need to. If you stay too long, the Hith will attack.”
Hevith turned his attention to the darkness still swirling around the inestar. It was creeping along the sides of it, twisting like blackened vines stretching up the length of the device. The elaron flashed in between, the two of them twining together, a dark power that mingled.
“What would you have him do?” Valtek asked.
“Attack.”
Valtek looked up, into his eyes, the concern lingering. In the journey here, he had come to see Valtek’s growing worries about fighting.
“Go!”
Valtek took off.
Morad tried to stop them, using inestar to pull upon power, but Hevith jumped in front of Morad and forced him to pay attention to him. Hevith continued to call upon that energy, letting it flow out from him, and he could feel it streaking away.
What he wanted was some way for him to ignore it. He had to continue to try to call upon the elaron, and see if there would be some way for him to overwhelm what Morad did with the inestar. He wanted to call that power off.
He couldn’t, though.
He could feel the inestar draining him.
He looked at the others, and they were sagging, fading. The power coming off of them was too much.
When he’d taken Morad’s staff, he’d known there was a way for him to overpower the energy within that staff. Could he do something similar now?
Doing so meant that he would damage—possibly destroy—the inestar.
Doing so meant that they would lose their one way of connecting to the other Jahor.
If he didn’t, then he would give Morad and whoever worked with him the ability to do the same thing.
“How did you escape?” Hevith asked.
Morad watched him, grinning. “You think to distract me?”
Hevith took a step toward him. He tried to embrace as much of the elaron as he could. There was only going to be one shot at this.
It was going to require that he focus on all of the elaron around him. He was going to summon from the buildings, from the people in the city, and the people in the caravan. All that would have to come together for him to overwhelm Morad.
“I don’t intend to distract you. I intend to defeat you.”
“You already failed. You thought I left?” He laughed bitterly. “When I saw she was gone, I knew what I could do. You foolishly went north. There is nothing there.”
Hevith cocked aside to the side, frowning. It meant Morad didn’t know.
“You abandoned Mother.”
“I didn’t abandon anything. She didn’t need me. Besides, I sent her all the help that she required.”
Hevith nodded, finally understanding what happened. “It’s because of you the Hith came for her.”
“I sent them. I must admit I am surprised that you were able to overwhelm them.”
Hevith another step forward. When he did, he could feel the power flowing through him, and he knew that he had to be ready to act soon.
He focused on it, letting that power fill him again. It flowed from the walls, and it flowed from the others.
“Why?”
“Your people do not deserve this power.” Morad swept his gaze around the inside of the room. “Look at them. Look at how weak they are. Look how eager they were to come to a place like this where they would hide.”
“Because you have had the Hith destroying them.”
“The Hith? I have done nothing with the Hith. The Hith were a tool.”
“A tool to you? I imagine the Hith would love to learn you used them as a tool.”
“You won’t live long enough for them to hear anything from you,” Morad said.
Hevith took another step forward. He was close now. Either he was going to overwhelm the inestar, or he was going to be able to grab it from Morad. Neither option mattered anymore. The only thing that mattered to Hevith was taking the inestar from him.
“What did you think that you were going to accomplish here?”
Morad laughed, a dark and angry sound. “I thought that was obvious.”
“It’s not obvious.”
“I was going to use them, the way we used the Hith.” He grinned. “And then it would be the Vicenz who lead. Why serve as advisers when we can serve as so much more?”
Morad pointed the inestar, and he tipped it toward one of the Jahor. It was the man Hevith had seen when he had first come. Morad angled power, and he went searching out. It blasted into the man, and dark vines began to swirl around him.
The man screamed.
Morad chuckled. “Very good. Much like I expected.”
Hevith needed to get in front of Morad, and he needed to find a way to stop him and keep him from using the power in that staff in such a way that it would harm any of the others.
He needed to ensure it didn’t harm his mother. Hevith had been inching closer and closer to Morad, but he was going to have to make his move.
The darkness continued to swirl around the fallen Jahor. The man screamed, his voice crying out, agony filling it. The sound was awful in the small confines of this room.
“I thought you needed them to draw the power off of. I thought they were nothing more than a source of energy for you.”
Morad glanced over to Hevith. “It was a test. I wanted to see if I could use it when it came down to it.”
“Use it on what?” Hevith thought he already knew.
Morad turned, swinging the inestar toward him. “You.”
Power began to sweep away from him.
Hevith braced for it.
It was more than just the elaron.
Hevith knew it was going to be. Even knowing it was didn’t help it, or him.
He could feel the darkness starting to swirl out from it, creeping arms of power. If he had a sword, then he might’ve been able to use that…
Only why couldn’t he have a sword?
Hevith focused on the elaron. Not only on what was within him, but he focused on that which came from the buildings, and from the people outside, and from the wagons.
The elaron was a power, wasn’t it?
He thought he could use that power, if only he had a way of focusing it.
And he thought he could. He had seen the pale white power flowing out from him. He had streaked along the ground. All he needed was to turn it into something more.
Not only was he here to unite the Jahor, but he also intended to stop the Hith.
He was something more than a Movras. He was the Volatar.
Hevith focused on the elaron, and he pushed it out, constricting it in a tight band. A blade of light formed in his hands. A sword of elaron.
As it flowed out from him, Hevith swung it, carving through the darkness streaking toward him. It split that darkness, and the Hith power failed, falling apart.
Morad pushed more toward him.
When he did, Hevith focused on that band of power, that blade of elaron.
It carved right through that power again.
Hevith took a step toward Morad. “As you were saying?”
“You won’t be able to hold on to that. Even you don’t have that much power.”
“Who said I have to have this much power?” Hevith swept one hand around him, motioning to the walls, and he smiled at Morad. “You summoned me here. Don’t you remember that? Can you feel it?” Hevith tipped his head toward Morad. “Of course you cannot. You aren’t Jahor. If you were, you would know that there is elaron all around us. It flows through the walls. It flows through the people. It flows through the city. It exists in this place, much like it once existed in all of the Jahor cities.”
“No.” Morad turned the inestar toward him. Power exploded from it.
There was no elaron in it. He used only the Hith magic.
More than ever, Hevith knew there would be a source of Hith magic somewhere here in the building. They had to find it.
But not yet. First he had to stop Morad.
Hevith swung the blade of elaron, carving through the power Morad poured at him.
“You failed,” Hevith said. “The others will fail, too. I will rescue the Movras.”
“You won’t be able to reach him.”
“Why? Because the Hith have him in Vor?” Seeing Morad’s face, the sudden surge of concern, Hevith smiled. “Yes. I know exactly what you did with him. And I know exactly what it is going to take to get to him.” He looked down at the beam of light. “Were it not for you, I might not have known, but now…” He pushed more power out through the beam of light. “I think I’ll be able to use something like this to bring down the Hith.” Hevith swung it at Morad.
He brought the inestar up, attempting to block.
Hevith hesitated.
He didn’t want to carve through the inestar. Mostly because he didn’t want to destroy it. There would have to be something else he could do. Maybe he could save it.
Morad continued to push power out at him. Hevith blocked, carving through it as he used the beam of light in order to do so. Each time he did, he waited and hoped that there would be a change, some weakness in Morad, but whatever he drew upon was too much, and too powerful.
Hevith would have to destroy the inestar.
Did it matter? Now that he knew how to reach the power, and now that he knew how to create his own summons, Hevith didn’t know if it did.
He forced energy out from him. He called it through the building, through the city, and through all of the people that he detected. He added what he could of those within the room with him.
The suddenness of it overwhelmed the inestar.
A thunderous crack echoed throughout the room.
Morad looked down to the inestar. The dark power of the Hith magic continued to swirl toward the device, but no longer had anything that would hold it. The elaron from the Jahor didn’t swirl into it as it had before, leaving only the Hith power building.
Hevith darted forward.
He had the blade of elaron. There was enough power from it that he could pull even more. He sent as much as he could out from him, clasping the blade of light in his hands as he forced that power out.
Morad tried to dart back.
He held two ends of the inestar up, wielding them as a club. “Don’t get any closer.”
Hevith held the sword out. “You should not have come here.”
A sneer worked on his face. “You don’t get to—”
Hevith swung the blade of elaron.
It carved through the darkness that filled the room.
Then it carved through Morad.
His eyes widened slightly before he crumpled to the ground.
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HEVITH CROUCHED next to Morad for a long moment to ensure that he was actually gone. He looked different in death. Even the last form he’d taken on hadn’t actually been him. Hevith was surprised to find he was an older man with graying hair and a slight build. A small wooden medallion hung from his neck. Hevith pulled it off and pressed some of his elaron into it.
“Hevy?”
He looked up. His mother stood a few steps away, watching him. “He’s one of the Vicenz. We faced him in Yarshin. He tried to train me…”
The idea that he would have learned from Morad, from one of the Vicenz, seemed laughable now, but that had been what had happened. Were it not for Morad, Hevith wouldn’t have learned to control his connection to the elaron the way that he had.
He would never have decided to lead the Jahor.
Perhaps in some ways he owed Morad.
“I should have been more suspicious when we arrived. Mel was gone. I saw it. She… she lost when facing Morad.” He got to his feet and wiped his hands on his pants.
Everything seemed quiet around him. Almost strangely so.
The elaron pressed on him. It came from the building, from beyond. The power of it pushed into him, as if to remind him of what had been and what he needed to do. Not that Hevith needed the reminder. He was Jahor. That was the way he had vowed to use his power.
Looking down at Morad, he smiled tightly. Were it not for him, Hevith would never have learned about the blade of elaron. He might never have had the need.
With something like that…
He wouldn’t have to fear the Hith. He could cut through their magic.
Maybe others would be able to use a similar weapon. If they did, the Jahor could fight back, and not only those of the Order.
That was what he wanted. That was what he needed to do.
“How did you learn to do that?” his mother asked.
“The blade?”
She nodded.
“I don’t know. The elaron guided me.”
“It shouldn’t be possible to use it like that. The elaron is for healing. For building. Not for destroying.”
Hevith shook his head, looking up and out at the others. “The elaron is what we choose it to be. It’s a power. Nothing more or less than that.” Could that be why the Jahor fell to the Hith in the first place? They feared using the elaron in ways that would have protected them?
The Order connected soldiers to the elaron. They were able to fight. From what Hevith had seen and learned, the Jahor didn’t have any issues with them having that power.
Perhaps it was only the other Jahor who feared that power.
“You don’t understand it well enough,” she said.
Hevith looked over at his mother. He drew upon the elaron, calling forth as much as he could, pulling from the walls and beyond, and sent that sweeping through her. He used as much as he could to test. He needed to know if she was who he believed or if she was one of the Vicenz.
The power washed through her. There was nothing that made him think she was one of the Vicenz. He did the same to the other Jahor arranged behind her.
They were powerful. He could sense that about them and could feel the nature of the elaron they all possessed. Some even attempted to resist as he pushed the elaron through them. Hevith ignored it, sending as much as he could, using that which existed around him, and then withdrawing.
None were Vicenz. Now that he knew what to look for, Hevith thought that he would be able to detect it. He would have to be careful, though. And he should have known that before.
They neared lands the Hith had claimed. There would be danger.
“Don’t I understand?” he finally asked. He swept his gaze upon the other Jahor here. “I realize I’ve had to learn on my own and from those who would teach, but it seems to me it’s you who don’t know the nature of the elaron. I can feel the power. It has guided me.”
And it had guided him here, regardless of anything else he might think. Morad had been here, but was it Morad or the elaron itself that had called him here?
“You hide here in Laranth when others suffer. I’ve seen it. Countless towns. Villages. Places where the Jahor have hidden and lost. Places where the Hith continue to attack, spreading their violence.”
Hevith shook his head, looking at them. Anger flashed in his eyes. This wasn’t to have been the way that he wanted to find his mother. This wasn’t the way that he wanted to have been reunited with people he had hoped to help.
But he had pledged to help the Jahor. That was his purpose. He would unite them. And it would start here. There were so many of the Jahor with him.
Not all wanted to fight. It was time that Hevith let them avoid the violence. That he let them find that peace. There were others who needed to fight. Hevith. Coldan. So many others like him.
They would be the ones to battle the Hith.
His mother watched him. “What happened to you?” she whispered.
Hevith looked past her at the others arranged behind her. At the Jahor who would hide rather than face the dangers in the world. The ones who would cower within their hidden places rather than reveal themselves and risk themselves on behalf of the Jahor.
“I learned to lead.”
He turned away.
There was so much that he wanted to talk to his mother about, so much that he thought he needed to understand, but perhaps that was behind him. It had to be.
As he neared the door leading out, the voice of the leader of the Jahor here called after him. “You will not be the Movras!”
Hevith turned back to him, nodding to Morad’s body. “Your Movras is gone. And he was the one who summoned me here. Seeing as how you won’t do anything, I will be the one to go after the true Movras and rescue him from the Hith.”
“You don’t want to replace the Movras?”
Hevith cocked his head to the side. “Why would I? I’m the Volatar.”
He strode from the room, making his way through the building.
Near the lower level, he felt a surge of elaron.
He jogged toward it, already preparing to create the blade of elaron again and worried what they might encounter, but he need not be worried. Coldan and others of the Order were there. Nearly a dozen of them, and all with swords unsheathed.
They surrounded three people. Two were women, both dressed the same as what Hevith had seen of the people within the city, and one a younger man. Darkness flowed around them.
Hith.
“Are these the ones you wanted us to come for?” Coldan asked.
Hevith regarded them for a moment. The two women couldn’t be any older than him. One had dark hair, deep brown eyes, and reminded him of his sister. The other was a little bit older, with a round figure, and a scared expression on her face. The younger man looked up at the soldiers, a question in his eyes.
“Morad was here.”
“That is what Valtek said. I thought he would show himself, though I wasn’t expecting it to be here.”
Hevith shook his head. “Me neither. He should not have come here.”
“He wanted power,” Coldan said.
Hevith swallowed, looking at the three people the Order had surrounded. They looked terrified, an expression that Hevith understood. They saw the soldiers, their swords unsheathed, the power within them. Each of the Order were massive, soldiers that looked nothing like any other they would ever have encountered.
“The inestar is gone.”
“He destroyed it?” Coldan asked.
“No. I destroyed it.”
Coldan cocked his head to the side, sheathing his sword in a flourish. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “That is unfortunate.”
“Is it?”
“It is considering your plan.”
Hevith probed with the elaron. He pushed it out from him, letting a hint of that power swirl away from him before pressing into the walls and then beyond. Even as he used it now, he could feel the echoing, a reverberation that radiated out from him, beyond the borders of Laranth, and into the distance.
“I’m no longer sure of my plan,” he said.
“No? You don’t want to gather the Jahor?”
“I do, but I think…” He looked over to Coldan. “I think there will need to be a place like this the Jahor can come.”
“Laranth hasn’t welcomed our Jahor,” Coldan said.
“They haven’t. That will change.”
“The Jahor here have not welcomed us, either.”
Hevith shook his head. “They haven’t. That will also change.”
“For someone who wants to unite the Jahor, you’re causing quite a bit of division.”
“Unfortunately, I’m afraid that’s necessary. At least until we find a way to bring the Jahor back together.”
Coldan nodded to the others of the Order. “Bring them with you.”
Matthias and Owen, two of the Order who had been with them since they were Firsters, motioned for them to follow. They marched them out of the building, and then beyond.
“Morad had Hith with him,” Hevith said. “I didn’t expect they would be young.”
“I don’t know if they realize what they are,” Coldan said.
“That’s why you refrained.”
“I’m not going to attack somebody just because of what they might be.”
Hevith smiled. “You’ve changed.”
“We’ve all changed, Hevith.”
“I suppose we have.”
When they stepped out into the street, Hevith paused, letting the energy and power of Laranth flow around him. There was a considerable amount of it here. He drew it to him. It was the energy of the elaron, the energy of the people of this city, and it was an energy that he could embrace.
“This could be a powerful place,” he said softly.
“It isn’t already?” Coldan asked.
“Not yet,” Hevith said. “I think in time, it might become something more.”
He wasn’t sure what that would involve, only that it would take time. It would take effort, and it would take forcing the Jahor to welcome others. Not only that, but they would need a way of calling to them.
As Hevith looked behind him, feeling the elaron within the building, he thought he had a way of doing it. He took a deep breath, pulled on the elaron within him, and borrowed from that in the city as well. He pushed it up through the building.
The energy exploded, ringing out. A sound something like a bell gonged through him. It thundered within him, exploding with a powerful ring all around.
“I felt that,” Coldan said.
“I’m sure you did,” Hevith said. “I intended for you and for others to feel it.”
“Will they be upset?”
The energy continued to draw off of the walls, coming off of the city, off of everything around them. The power persisted, sending out a beacon.
It was a summons no different than the power of the inestar, though it was more potent. Jahor from all around would feel it, and they would feel compelled to come to it. Hevith could tell that already.
The people in the city turned and looked toward that building, and they stared, looking up at it. They might not know what it was that they were feeling, but they would feel something.
Hevith would use that. He no longer needed the inestar.
Losing it to Morad was unfortunate. There was something else about the inestar that Hevith had hoped to understand, some aspect of it that he thought might be beneficial, especially given the source of it and where the device had come from, but it wasn’t the end of the Jahor. Losing the inestar didn’t mean they could no longer call to their people and gather them together.
Instead, he had another way of doing so. Laranth could become the beacon.
They had intended to hide here, but Hevith would change that.
He solidified the summons.
Having worked with the inestar as much as he had, Hevith understood the way that beacon needed to call. He understood the power that radiated out from it, and he understood just what it involved.
“I no longer think it matters whether or not they will be upset.” He nodded to the people around him. “The one I detected is the Movras. From what I understand, and to be honest, I don’t really know whether or not it’s the truth, considering everything I was told here, the Movras had left to try to gather more of the Jahor together.”
“Let me guess. They were captured by the Hith.”
Hevith nodded. “Captured, and then Mel suddenly appeared in the city.”
“Mel? The Movras from Yarshin?”
“The same.”
“That’s how you were drawn in,” Coldan said.
“Unfortunately,” Hevith said.
“We saw her dead.”
“Morad can be quite compelling. Or he could be quite compelling.”
“He’s gone.”
Hevith nodded.
“All because of the inestar. All because they wanted to take power.”
The beacon behind him persisted, the power radiating outward, and Hevith smiled as he focused on that energy. He no longer had to add anything to it. He could feel it stretching away from him, the power continuing to radiate outward, sending that signal out into the distance.
It would penetrate the haze and the barrier that worked around Laranth. There was a benefit to that barrier, but the Jahor could patrol it, and they could go and find any of the others who came to them, answering the summons.
They would unite the Jahor.
It would start here.
After as much time as they had spent wandering, Hevith couldn’t believe that he had finally found a place where he felt confident he could offer the protection to the Jahor that he had wanted.
“You’re smiling,” Coldan said.
“I guess I am happy our people no longer have to wander.”
“The caravan is over?”
Hevith took a deep breath and let it out as he looked around the city. “I think it’s time for me to be done serving as the wagon master.”
Coldan clapped him on the shoulder. “I suppose it is.”
“We have much we need to do.”
“Starting with…”
Hevith closed his eyes. He wasn’t able to feel the distant drawing of the Movras, though he knew where to find him. He had seen it. When he had been in the Place of Knowing, Hevith had recognized that power. He knew that he hadn’t imagined it.
That person was still out there. They had incredible power.
Enough power he felt as if he had to find them and rescue them. It was different than even the people that he had encountered here.
“Starting with me gaining a better understanding of how to use the elaron. The Jahor here want nothing to do with me. They will, though.”
“I thought your mother was here.”
“She is, but she wanted to keep me from who I was meant to be.”
“Keep you from knowing that you are Jahor?”
Hevith looked over to Coldan. “Keep me from knowing that I could be the Volatar.”
Coldan held his gaze, and then he started to laugh. “This will be interesting.”
“I don’t intend it to be interesting. I intend it to be brutal. I intend to remove the Hith.”
“With just the Order. That will be an interesting fight.”
“It won’t be just the Order,” Hevith said.
He held his hands together, and he began to prepare the elaron, focusing it. He forced it out from him, creating the beam of light, the blade of elaron. Holding it in that way, he felt that power surging, and it erupted.
Coldan watched. “That is an impressive trick.”
“That is how we will defeat the Hith.”
“Are you sure that it will work?”
“I carved through everything Morad brought at me.”
“Are you sure?” he asked again.
Hevith shrugged. “No. But I don’t know if it matters whether I’m sure or not. All that matters is that we begin.”
“Then we should begin.”
Hevith nodded. “Then we should begin.”



30



VOLATAR
I SAT in an alcove near the base of the branch, nestled into the opening of the tree. From here, I could make out the massive room on the other side, though the is’anish Elder had not allowed me to go any further. They didn’t seem to mean me any harm. Given everything I’d gone through, and as much as I had faced the creatures that I believed to be the is’anish, coming here, getting welcomed in such a way, left me uncertain.
All this time, I had begun to think I’d known what was taking place around me. I had begun to think that I understood the powers in the land. I had begun to think that I could use that power, and that I could find some way to understand it.
I had not.
The only way I had come to even have an idea about what took place was because of what Reldar had told me. Had I not encountered the dwul’ran, I might not have even had any clue as to these strange workings.
The is’anish Elder approached. He carried the strange twisted rod he leaned on, and each step he took surged with the power of the ne’rash, bursting that energy out from him.
“You may enter,” he said. His voice was harsh, carrying with it the energy of the ne’rash, filling with that power, but it also carried with it something else I hadn’t noticed at first. It was a sense of loss. Remorse. Sadness.
All of those were familiar emotions to me, and I followed him, heading into the tree, moving beneath it, and focused on the energy that I could feel around me.
The room was enormous, much as I had thought. The power of the ne’rash filled it, much like it did everything. The dark energy carried with it a pale light I could see through, something that surprised me. Now that I was aware of it, I was better able to make out the details in that dark light, and could see outlines around us.
There were other is’anish here.
Everything seemed to be growing out of the tree. There was a table and chairs, all of them seemingly built from the tree itself. Windows looked out over the rest of the city, seemingly nothing more than knots hollowed out of the trunk of the tree.
The is’anish Elder motioned for me to sit at one of the chairs, and I took a seat. The power of ne’rash flowed up through the tree, through the chair, and into me. In the time that I had come to know the ne’rash, I had begun to understand it, though I still struggled with knowing just how I was going to be able to use that power. I could feel it now, and I could feel it in ways that surprised me.
I looked at the others here with me. “You know the Trilan,” I said, looking to the is’anish Elder. He was the one I thought I needed to address, though the others in the room all carried the power of ne’rash as well, and they seemed connected with it.
“We know the one you speak of.”
“I had believed that he was is’anish.”
“He is not.”
“He let us believe that.”
“Did he?”
I thought about it, and realized that perhaps that wasn’t quite true. The Trilan wasn’t the one who had let me believe he was is’anish. That had come from the tu’alan.
Of course, from what I understood from the dwul’ran, they had believed the ger’thin had been eliminated.
And they had.
They had fragmented, but they had not fragmented completely.
And they had decided to take their fight to mankind.
“Perhaps not,” I said. “How long have you known?”
“Not long enough to have done anything about it.”
I smiled at that. Knowing what I did about the tribes, and how long they lived, I couldn’t help but think that perhaps they were misrepresenting things. From what I knew, they lived an incredibly long time.
“They are responsible for a war.”
“They are responsible for many things,” the is’anish Elder said.
“Why haven’t you done anything to stop them before now?”
“There is nothing we could have done against them.”
I frowned, thinking about the tribes. If they were powerful enough to hold on to one of the great powers, and more than one, in the case of the dwul’ran, I had a hard time thinking that they weren’t strong enough to have been able to do anything to prevent the ger’thin from attacking.
“If you’ve known, then why not reach out to the others?”
“We are separated from our cousins by great distances. We have attempted to send word, but we have heard nothing from them.”
“How have you attempted to send word?”
“Through our messengers.”
“What messengers were those?”
“That is for us and our cousins to know.”
Could we have seen something over the years?
I didn’t think that we had, and in the time we’d dealt with the Hith and the Vicenz, and the war, I didn’t recall any messengers. I certainly didn’t recall anything that would suggest the same power that I saw now.
“We need to stop them. The Trilan is invoking war between my people and another.” It was more than that, though. Would he know? Would any of them know?
Even if they knew, was there anything they could do about it? I’d seen how unwilling the tu’alan along with the dwul’ran had been to get engaged in anything beyond their homes. Why would they now?
“I’ve even seen the Trilan instigating war with the tu’alan,” I said.
The is’anish Elder watched me, saying nothing.
“I understand you don’t want to believe me. I understand from talking to the dwul’ran your tribes have come to an agreement where you wouldn’t attack each other, but I also understand the Trilan has begun to move and plan an attack that will leave others in danger.” The last decade of my life had been evidence of that.
If they lived as long as it seemed, it might not be a long time to them, but it certainly was to me. To my people. With what they’d done, the plan that they had enacted, we had suffered. The Jahor had suffered.
“We do not get involved in the workings of mankind,” he said.
“What happens if the ger’thin have decided to begin attacking your people?”
He fell silent and turned away from me, looking to the others behind him. They started speaking in the strange language of the is’anish. It was a harsh language, laced with power of the ne’rash.
I focused on it, drawing upon the power of the ne’rash, thinking that if perhaps I might be able to use my own connection to power, maybe I would understand just what they were doing. I didn’t hear anything within what they said I could understand.
I heard a hint of something within it that seemed almost familiar.
I had a sense they had turned toward me.
They continued speaking, the strange inflection in their words making it difficult for me to follow. It seemed too fast. Each time a different person spoke, I had a feeling the ne’rash shifted between them, traveling from one to another. Not only were they speaking, but they were using the ne’rash to communicate.
With that being the case, there would have to be some way for me to be able to follow that. I pressed out with the ne’rash.
Had I not gained any control over it, I might not have been able to do that now, but in the time that I had been working with the ne’rash, I’d come to understand how to control it, to stretch it out from me, and use it in a way that would allow me to feel whether there was something more taking place.
Inadvertently, I drew from the ne’rash coming up from the tree, connecting to it.
It stretched from me, not like vines as I had always thought when watching the Hith use their power, but more like roots stretching away, digging beneath the earth and trying to pull nutrients. It connected me to them.
Understanding washed through me.
“He is the one known as the Volatar,” one of the is’anish said.
“The Volatar has brought violence.”
“He has brought violence, but he also brings word of the Trilan.”
“It is not for us to be involved.”
“We have chosen to remain passive despite the ne’rash used to attack,” the is’anish Elder said. “We have chosen to remain within the borders of Nearrahn while others have drawn upon the great power that should not be used for destruction. Now our cousins have demonstrated a willingness to use these great powers.”
“Are you sure you can trust him?”
The Elder turned to me.
He seemed aware I connected to the ne’rash, aware I could hear and understand them.
“The Volatar might have brought violence, but he searches for understanding.”
“We can’t know that.”
“See how he controls the ne’rash.”
Two of the is’anish took a step forward, and dark swirls of power began to probe out from them. I braced myself, anticipating they would use it against me, but that wasn’t the case at all. Instead, it stretched away from them, heading down toward the tree, pressing deep beneath where we stood. That power flooded away from them, before rising up, linking with something within me.
It was a strange awareness.
“He should not have connected to Nearrahn in such a way.”
“He should not have, as he is not one of the is’anish, and yet he does,” the is’anish Elder said. “He has been welcomed by the tu’alan. By the dwul’ran. He has not claimed to have been welcomed by the feral’ash, though I would not be surprised if he were.” He turned away from me. “Our cousins recognize the Volatar can do something that we cannot.”
I got to my feet. The connection to the ne’rash shifted, becoming something less than it had been before. It was almost as if being seated at the table had drawn me into the power of the tree itself.
Was the tree Nearrahn?
Perhaps it was the city and the source of power.
“What is it that you need for me to do?” I looked to the is’anish Elder, before turning my gaze to the others that had approached. One of them was feminine, with longer hair, more delicate features, and wide, dark eyes that watched me. “This is about the ger’thin. All this time, I thought it was about the Hith. The Vicenz. Perhaps even some other power I had yet to understand. I thought the Trilan was a man. I would never have imagined he was a cousin to the tu’alan.”
“A cousin to us all,” the is’anish Elder said.
I tipped my head in a nod. “I have known the tu’alan for many years. At least, I have known of their existence. I have not known of the is’anish, the dwul’ran, the feral’ash, or the ger’thin. Not until having gone to the dwul’ran. My people want no trouble with yours. We want the same as you want. We want peace. We want an opportunity to live and not face violence. Unfortunately, because of the Trilan, and his influence on both the Vicenz and the Hith”—I had to think the Trilan was responsible for the Vicenz, and that the Hith had been used, and given the similarity in power, it made sense—“we have known nothing but violence and pain. My people have suffered. Many have been lost.”
I didn’t know how much of my words they understood. Without completely meaning to, I had added a connection to the ne’rash while speaking, pushing some of that energy outward, probing toward them with that power so that they would better understand what I shared. Strangely, it also had connected me more deeply to the tree, the Nearrahn and the power that it summoned.
“See how he seeks to understand,” the is’anish Elder said.
“I see only a man known as the Volatar. I see only the one who has brought violence and destruction throughout these lands.” The is’anish speaking, the feminine is’anish, turned away from me, focusing on the is’anish Elder. The others let their gaze linger on me for a few moments before they too turned away. “We are to have no part in the fighting of man.”
With that, there came another surge of the ne’rash. Somehow, I understood what it meant. It was power, and it was designed to separate me from my ability to understand what the others were doing and saying. I could feel how I was torn free, the way that I could no longer have an opportunity to try to know what they spoke.
They separated me from the Nearrahn.
I took a seat, but this time there was no connection to the tree as there had been before. Their voices persisted, the language still unintelligible, and they went on for a few more moments.
Eventually, they fell silent. The others turned away, disappearing into the deeper part of the room, fading into the darkness.
The Elder turned to me, and he spread his hands to the sides. The ne’rash flowed from one hand to the other, a burst of energy that created a trail of purplish color.
A surge of ne’rash came with him. “It is time for you to leave Nearrahn.”
I regarded him for a moment. “You won’t help with the Trilan.”
“The is’anish Council has decided.”
“I presume you are a part of the Council.”
“I am.”
“And given that you were the first to come to me, I also presume that you are the representative who sits on the Conthail with Erianna and Reldar.”
“I have that honor.”
“Would you not recognize I want to ensure peace?”
“Unfortunately, word of the Volatar and his exploits have reached us here in Nearrahn.”
“I have done nothing other than try to protect my people.”
“Nothing?”
“Whatever I have done has been in service of the Jahor.”
“What of those you have destroyed?”
“I haven’t destroyed any.”
The is’anish Elder spread his hands again, and there came a surge of the ne’rash from them. Much like Reldar had done when using his control over the power, the is’anish Elder use something similar, creating bursts of energy, and a surge of color that became maps.
They were familiar to me. They were maps of the world as it had been when I was younger.
He held power, and with a burst of energy, areas of brighter ne’rash began to dissolve, fading and becoming nothing.
They were cities we had conquered. Cities that the Jahor had conquered. Cities I had conquered.
I looked up at him, meeting his eyes. “Had I done nothing, my people would not have known peace.”
“What peace have your people known?”
I held his gaze. “We knew it for a little while. When the Hith were defeated. When the Vicenz were stopped. We knew calm.”
“At what price?”
“What price?” I shook my head. “The price of our safety. It was the price of our security. Had we done nothing, had I done nothing, my people would have been exterminated. Even now, we have so few of the Jahor remaining that we have neared the extinction of my kind.”
“And yet, you have enough remaining to rebuild. You chose to take action. You chose to destroy these places.” Once again, cities began to glow on the map he held on his hands, demonstrating places we had conquered. They were in the north. All of them. Places that we had marched through, bringing the Jahor justice, bringing what we had believed to be peace.
Only… Had we?
Not all of the people in those cities had been Jahor or Hith.
Some of them had been others. Neither one nor the other.
They had suffered as well.
As he held the map, one by one the cities began to disappear, fading. As before, they faded in the order that we had conquered, removing those places as strongholds of the Hith. At the time, and perhaps even now, we had believed that what we had done had been necessary. We had believed that it was right and just. We had believed that we were doing what was needed in order to bring peace and safety to the world.
I had taken on the mantle of Volatar, seeking to unite the Jahor, which meant uniting them against the Hith. It meant that we had done much the same as the Hith, seeking to reclaim our ancestral lands.
Looking up at the is’anish Elder, I realized something. They were no more our ancestral lands than they were the Hith. They were the lands of those like the tu’alan. The dwul’ran. The is’anish. The ger’thin. Perhaps they weren’t even their lands, but they might be more theirs than they were ours.
“You won’t help us, will you?” I asked.
“Unfortunately, I cannot offer you any assistance. The troubles of man are their own, much like the troubles of my kind and my cousins are our own.”
He guided me from the room, and the ne’rash continued to swirl around me, building with a burst of power. It was a familiar sense of the ne’rash, familiar in that he drew it from the Nearrahn, the power I could feel distinctly, and energy and control of power that flowed from some deep source.
I should’ve known immediately when I came here that these people were different than what I had expected. And they were different. They were not the kind of people that I needed to fear. They were not the same creatures that had attacked us in the fortress.
Here I had thought that coming here with Coldan would have been better.
It would’ve been a mistake.
We stopped on the platform. We hadn’t walked all that far, certainly not far enough that I had to fear getting lost within this city, and I looked up at the other is’anish all around me.
They weren’t my enemy. I had come to believe they were, guided that way by one of the tu’alan. At least, what I had thought were one of the tu’alan.
“Do you have any of the ger’thin still among you?” I asked.
“They did not do well with us.”
“What happened?”
“They have a unique connection to the great powers. They decided to use that connection, intending to draw through it, and wanting to conquer.”
“Conquer your kind.”
“Not at first. They intended to conquer mankind, and when that was not permitted, they took a different sort of action.”
The ger’thin had been the instigator of the fighting from the beginning.
Not the is’anish.
What did I know about the ger’thin?
I knew they had a unique skill set. They had an ability that let them change their shape, their form, and let us believe they were something other than what they were. I had seen it myself, and though I didn’t fully understand what it was that they could do or how they were able to accomplish it, I understood that they had a unique skill set.
It was much like what the is’anish Elder said. That skill set would let them blend in.
“How many of the ger’thin joined your tribe?”
“The ger’thin tribe divided, separating into each of the remaining tribes.”
“They were accepted?”
“It was up to the individual tribe to decide what they would do.”
“Do you know how they reacted?”
“I do not. I’m not sure that any can know how the ger’thin would have responded. Only the ger’thin would know.”
“What if they aren’t gone from your tribe?”
“What do you mean?”
“What if they haven’t left your tribe?”
“We would have known. The ne’rash and the Nearrahn would have alerted us.”
“And if they were able to use that power to convince you?”
“You seek to create discord when none is needed,” the is’anish Elder said.
“I only seek to have you understand. Nothing more.”
“Then do not fear, Volatar.”
“I only want you to make sure that you know.”
And worse, I had to question whether there were other places that had been influenced.
The tu’alan. The dwul’ran. Perhaps the is’anish. Maybe even further to the north. I thought about what I knew, the first experience I had with the tu’alan. I thought about how I had been helped.
That couldn’t have been a coincidence.
The tu’alan wanted nothing to do with mankind. Only, there had been one who had. Perhaps more.
“I fear you have been infiltrated, Elder. You may not believe it. You may believe the ne’rash will prevent anyone from infiltrating your kind and your people, but I fear you have been.”
“We would know.”
“I’m not so sure you would. Even if you don’t believe me, at least investigate. See if there’s anything you might be able to uncover. Do it because you wish to know the truth.”
The is’anish Elder watched me for a long moment. The power of the ne’rash built from him, rolling around me, swirling. It echoed, reverberating within me. It was a familiar sense of power, and it was one that I had known many times, especially lately.
This time, I felt something different about it.
It was almost a familiar sense I was meant to know. It was as if the ne’rash Elder offered me understanding.
The is’anish Elder lowered me slowly from the treetop, down to the ground.
When I reached the ground, I looked over at the Nearrahn, feeling the power radiating from it. I wouldn’t be able to reach the is’anish unless they permitted it.
In that way, I suspected it was no different than the dwul’ran and the tu’alan.
More than that, I believed they were separated. Isolated. They may not know it, but they were in danger. Much like the others would be in danger.
Reaching my horse, I climbed into the saddle and motioned for him to go. As we headed through the trees, I reached Coldan, finding him easily.
“What did you uncover?” Coldan asked.
“I found that we know very little,” I said. “We haven’t been fighting the is’anish. The is’anish are the caretakers of the ne’rash, and their control over it is vastly different than what I have seen from the Hith.”
“You have always claimed it was the user of the great power, not the power itself that made the distinction.”
The Hith had twisted that power, using it in a manner that went against the way I suspected the is’anish would have used it. The only answer I had was the ger’thin had been the reason for that.
“What you intend to do now?” Coldan asked.
I had given it thought in my travel back here. I didn’t have an answer. At least, not a good one. I would have to make a decision at some point, deciding how and where we would go. I would have to make a decision about what that power would look like. I would have to make a decision about how we continued our approach.
The is’anish Elder and his comment to me came back. He had chastised me for our fighting. He had warned me against the fighting that we had done. It was the reason the is’anish couldn’t trust me.
They didn’t trust the Volatar.
Not because of my kind of power. It went deeper than that. They didn’t trust me because of what I had done.
And considering their opinion of me, and the way they had described my use of power, I couldn’t blame them for it. I had used power in ways that perhaps went against what I should have.
I remembered the changing of the cities, the way they gradually disappeared. I remembered how that power faded from the world.
It was time for me to do something different about it.
For us to stop the ger’thin, to ensure there was peace—real peace—we were going to have to work with those we had called our enemies.
I didn’t know where to start. I didn’t know how to start.
We reached the edge of the forest, and immediately I recognized something was amiss. I could feel that it was off. I didn’t know exactly what it was that I detected, only that I recognized pressure against me. Ne’rash pressure.
That wasn’t the only problem, though. Within that ne’rash pressure was a hint of elaron as well.
We weren’t alone.
“It seems our pursuers have continued to chase us,” I whispered to Coldan.
“Why do you say that?”
I closed my eyes, focusing on what I could feel.
There was something distinct within it. A mixture of power, one that had a component to it that I recognized, but hadn’t seen in quite some time. Vicenz power.
“Come with me,” I said to Coldan.
“Just me?”
“For now.” I glanced at the others with us. “If we need them, I can send a summons.” Now that I had a command over both the elaron and the ne’rash that was stronger than it had been in a long time, I knew that I could summon to them. I didn’t know what it would take, only that power would flow to me.
We reached the edge of the forest, and I could feel pressure battering me. It came slowly, though it was building with the combined energy of both the elaron and the ne’rash.
There were the Hith, but that wasn’t the focus of my attention. Rather it was the Vicenz leading them.
I could see that person in a way that I hadn’t been able to see the Vicenz before. There was a strange energy swirling around them that was different.
“Something isn’t quite right,” Coldan said.
“It’s a Vicenz,” I said.
“It’s more than just that we have one of the Vicenz in front of us,” Coldan said. “I don’t quite know what it is, though.”
“We need to draw the Vicenz here,” I said.
“You want to do what?”
Maybe that wasn’t what I really needed to do. I wondered if I could send the Hith away, make them believe that we had scattered.
I focused on the Place of Knowing, separating quickly. With my newfound control over the elaron and the ne’rash, I did so easily, and I floated, before manifesting in my form not far from the encamped Hith. I began to move, and floated as quickly as I could, trying to maintain the illusion that it was real.
Finally, the Hith gave chase.
I pushed that power along the road, sending a streak of energy that would provide something for the Hith to pursue before returning to my body. As soon as I did, I opened my eyes, glancing over to Coldan.
“That’s new,” Coldan said.
“I think everything will be new these days,” I said.
“We might need that kind of power,” he said.
If we were going to succeed with what we had to deal with, we certainly would.
The Vicenz remained by himself, standing in place on the grassy hillside outside of the forest, his attention turned in the direction where I had floated.
I motioned for Coldan to join me.
“I don’t like this,” Coldan said.
“We have to deal with the Vicenz. Not the Hith. We have to work with the Hith.”
“Are you sure that’s the darkness that you want to pursue?”
As I stared at the Vicenz, recognizing the connection to power, I couldn’t help but think that the Vicenz must have been somehow bound to the ger’thin, though I didn’t know how. “For now.”
As we approached, the Vicenz turned toward me.
He had long gray hair, a thick beard, and lean features. Power streaked away from him, a burst of the ne’rash mixed with a hint of the elaron.
I grabbed that power, and dispersed it.
He attempted another attack, and instead of worrying about dealing with that power, I focused on the source of his energy. There had to be a vrendan on him. I just had to find it. If I could overwhelm it… There. I detected the source of it, and fed elaron and ne’rash into it until there came a thunderous crack.
I strode forward, holding on to both the elaron and the ne’rash. “The war is over,” I said.
“That amuses me, coming from you.”
There was something familiar in the voice, something that I had heard before.
Coldan was there, walking alongside me, his blade of elaron in hand.
“The two of you, still together,” the man said.
“Do I know you?”
“Perhaps you know me in a different form.” There came a fluttering of power, just a hint, and it had to have been from what little energy he had remaining. It formed the man I had seen in the tavern within Comstock. Then it was gone, fading.
“You,” I said.
He laughed, bitterness in his voice. “I was disappointed you didn’t recognize me then. I have followed you since, but even with that, you haven’t paid enough attention to me. You let me chase you all the way here. Now you’ll die.”
Coldan took a step forward. Elaron flowed from him in a way that it hadn’t before. It surged, and then he sucked in a sharp breath.
“Valtek,” he whispered.
“Valtek?” I asked, looking over to the man. “He died.” He was one of the many Jahor who had died in our fight. At least, I had thought that it had been Valtek.
“It took Coldan to recognize me.” Valtek took a step toward us, though he didn’t have nearly as much power as he had when he had first come. Whatever vrendan had stored energy for him had been damaged by my attack. “And I did die. At least, the version of me that you knew died. You betrayed all of us. You were the reason that we continued going to war. You were the reason that the Jahor suffered.”
“So you decided to join the Vicenz?”
He laughed darkly. “Join them? I want peace. If that means that I have to do what’s necessary, then so be it.”
I remembered Valtek and his reaction to the fighting. He had never wanted the war. He had resisted, wanting to hide at first, but then not wanting me to pursue the Hith, and not wanting me to bring the Order into the war.
I couldn’t blame him. The war had been painful. So many had been lost. In hindsight, I understood that I had been a piece in a much different game than I had ever known.
“You don’t have to do this. We can work together.”
Valtek laughed again. “You would have the Jahor and the Hith work together?”
“I have come to understand a different truth.”
“The truth is that you won’t survive. The Jahor are lost, unless we find a way to survive. I have found mine. I will ensure that others survive.” He tipped his head to the side, and I could feel what he was doing. He used a hint of elaron, sweeping it behind him.
He was calling to the Hith.
I shook my head. “I’m not going to fight the Hith any longer,” I said.
“Good. Then you will be easy to defeat.”
“What happened to you?” I asked.
He glared at me. “The war happened to me. The same as which happened to you.”
He started to sweep the elaron, and I tried to connect to him, to show him the nature of power that I now had, to save him by tying him to the elaron.
Valtek cried out, pulling the sword from a sheath hidden beneath his cloak and shouting as he stormed toward me, pouring elaron out through the blade.
“You don’t have to do this,” I said softly. I pushed through the elaron, trying to connect to Valtek to get him to understand, but even as I did, I could feel the resistance within him.
“I would rather die than let you lead me into another war!”
He nearly reached me.
Coldan was there the way that Coldan always had been there. He swept his blade of elaron toward Valtek.
Valtek’s eyes widened. The blade carved through him, and Valtek crumpled to the ground.
Coldan looked off in the distance. “We need to move if you don’t intend to fight the Hith.”
I could feel the other Hith coming toward us, moving quickly.
“Why did we have to lose another good man to the ger’thin war?”
Coldan clasped my shoulder. “I don’t know. And I don’t know if we can know. Not until you find the Trilan.”
That was what this was all about. He was responsible for all of this. I had my part. There was no doubt in my mind that I had a role in what had taken place, and I could only hope that I could make amends for it. That involved seeking out my enemies, finding a way to work with them, and finding a way to end all of this.
I let Coldan guide me back into the forest, back toward the others. When we were there, I could feel the Hith probing at the forest with the ne’rash, but they met the resistance from the is’anish. They wouldn’t be able to overpower it.
“What did you find?” Shae asked.
Coldan shook his head, but I smiled sadly.
“More suffering,” I said softly.
“His suffering is over,” Coldan said to me.
Valtek had suffered enough. He had been a part of the war, a part of everything that we had done. And now… Now he was gone at my hand. I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and looked around the forest. I had to do something different. I had to be something different. Was there still time?
The war of the past needed to be in the past. The new war, or perhaps the war that had persisted longer than I had ever known, was the one I needed to end. It was time.
I turned to Coldan. “We have to head to Aronwahl.”
The heart of the Hith empire would be difficult to reach, but not impossible for a party our size. We were small enough that we should be able to reach them. But what would come next would be difficult.
He regarded me for a long moment. “Are you sure about that?”
“No. Which is why I think it’s the right thing to do.”
“What happens if they attack us before we get there?”
“They might,” I said. I squeezed my eyes shut, focusing on the ne’rash. There was considerable power within me, though it seemed to be connected differently now.
I smiled to myself.
The is’anish Elder had done something.
Even if it had been nothing more than him connecting me to my own understanding of the ne’rash, that was more than what I’d had before. It was much like how the dwul’ran had reconnected me to the elaron.
Both of those powers blazed brightly within me. I could use them. Bring them together. That was what I had to do.
We had been fighting long enough.
It was time for us to play a different role. It was time for us to truly find peace.
“Why do I get the feeling this is going to be something unpleasant?”
“I’m sure it will be,” I said. “Unfortunately, I think it’s also necessary. Once we reach Aronwahl, and if we get through to the Hith, then I fear we have an even harder challenge ahead of us.”
His eyes widened slightly. “Harder?”
“I fear we have to help the tu’alan, the dwul’ran, the feral’ash, and the is’anish all deal with the threat of the ger’thin.”
Coldan took a deep breath, and when he let it out, he sighed heavily before finally nodding. “Let us do this, then, Volatar.”
I smiled. Perhaps that would be the new meaning behind the name.
    
Pick up the final book in The Volatar Saga: The Place of Knowing!
The Volatar started one war. Now he must end another. The riveting conclusion of The Volatar Saga.





AUTHOR’S NOTE
Dear Reader,
Thank you so much for reading The Raging Tide. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.
I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!
Review link HERE.
All my best,
D.K. Holmberg
p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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