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      Jostephon made his way to the edge of the forest. From here, he could feel the pressure from the barrier the trees created, an angry sort of sensation that pushed against him. If he could harness that power, he could only imagine what he would be capable of doing. He might finally be able to reclaim what he’d lost.

      He inhaled deeply, taking in the stench of the forest, that of rotting leaves and the wet earth. How could these half-breeds remain here? How could they have stayed within the forest for as long as they had? Jostephon had a hard time imagining such a life, but then again, he had a hard time understanding much about these creatures.

      “Do you intend to linger behind me like that?” He spun, turning to the old Mage who stood behind him leaning on a long staff that reminded him much of Novan’s.

      “I thought I would keep an eye on you,” Tresten said.

      Jostephon grunted. The Mage was supposed to be dead. He had died. Jostephon had celebrated Tresten’s death, if only because it meant that he would have an easier time solidifying control over the Council. Tresten had always had an unusual connection to the Magi—partially because of how powerful he was.

      “Keep an eye on me? You think to do so now?”

      Tresten shrugged, a movement that was the barest lift of his shoulders. “Perhaps I should have done so before, but I never expected you to do what you did.”

      Jostephon snorted. “Only because most are too weak to have tried.”

      Tresten stood next to him. Jostephon felt the urge to grab the old Mage, perhaps hold him down, and place a marking upon his flesh that would transfer power…

      He shook his head. Such thoughts were dangerous, especially in the forest. Already, the trees seem to have attempted to toss him to the ground, nearly leading to his demise. Were it not for the damned half-breeds, he would have died. He wasn’t thankful for them, but why had they saved him?

      “Where you see weakness, I see compassion,” Tresten said.

      “Compassion? Is that what you would call it? I think a better and more apt description would be foolishness. They have been naïve in what they have done. They have viewed the world in terms of gods, and have believed that they served them, despite no evidence of that.”

      “That’s what you feel the foolishness is tied to? You believe that the Magi adherence to the Urmahne makes them weaker? I think the Urmahne have fostered peace for many years—far longer than the Conclave ever predicted.”

      Jostephon frowned. “You know of the Conclave. That’s why you’re here.”

      Tresten smiled, and at that moment, something close to youthfulness played across his face. Jostephon had believed Tresten to be old—very old if rumors were believed—but for a moment, he thought that perhaps those beliefs were wrong.

      Could it be that Tresten was something other than a Mage?

      He frowned, considering the man for a moment. There was a sense of ahmaean around him—Jostephon hadn’t lost that connection when he had lost everything else, having it stolen from him by that boy—but was it the typical ahmaean of the Magi, or was this what he would have detected from the damahne?

      Jostephon had very little experience with the damahne—not like the Highest.

      “Are you even a Mage?” Jostephon asked.

      “So many questions from you, Jostephon.”

      Jostephon’s frown deepened. Tresten had always referred to him by name, and never by title. That had bothered him before. It still did. But he didn’t have any right to being bothered by what Tresten called him, not anymore, not after what he had sacrificed for everything that he had intended.

      “Do you intend to deny it?” Jostephon asked.

      “I deny nothing, only that there are questions you may ask, and others that you do not get to ask, not with what you have done.”

      Jostephon turned to him, anger boiling within him. “What I have done is seek to understand the powers of the world. How is that any different from what you as one of the Conclave sought?”

      There was a buildup of energy, and Jostephon swung his head around in time to feel the barrier at the edge of the forest press up against him. It slammed into his back, throwing him forward, and tossing him to the ground so that his face plunged into the dirt. He sat up, spitting.

      “I suppose that amuses you?” he asked Tresten. He imagined Tresten using his Mage ability on him, something he never would have attempted when they were in Vasha. Tresten had always feared him. “You waited until you had me in this place, with these creatures, to attack?”

      “I have done nothing. You’ve already seen that this forest is powerful. I have to do nothing in order to see you stopped.”

      Jostephon sat up, wiping the dirt off of his face. He sneered at Tresten. “Don’t deny that you’re using the power of the forest against me.”

      Tresten looked up to the trees before turning his attention back to Jostephon. “This is not the Great Forest. I have no power over this place.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means exactly what I said. I have no power over this forest, and neither do the Den’eamiin.”

      Jostephon stood, pushing back the frustration that he felt. He wiped the dirt off of himself again, angrily, before realizing that there was something about the word—and its use—that struck him as strange.

      It wasn’t so much that Tresten used the ancient language. There were a few Magi who were familiar with the ancient language, at least familiar enough to know how to speak it. It was more the way that he spoke it. It reminded him of the Highest.

      “You know him, don’t you?”

      Tresten considered him a moment. “I know the man you refer to as your High Priest, if that’s what you ask.”

      Jostephon chuckled. “Is that why you hide here? Do you fear him?”

      Tresten breathed in deeply, shaking his head. “Fear him? Perhaps you could say that I do fear him, but it is not in the way that you believe.”

      Jostephon laughed, and the sound seemed muted. He was struck by that as he often was, struck as he was by the fact that there were so few sounds within the forest. There were none of the expected sounds. No birds were chirping, no squirrels chittered along the branches. At night, he heard no owls hooting, and no wolves were howling at the moon, not as there were in other forests.

      This place made him uneasy, though he would not admit it to Tresten. He had a hard enough time admitting it to himself, not wanting to reveal that he did not care for this place.

      “He grows stronger. Can you feel that?” Jostephon asked.

      Tresten studied him. There was a weight to the way he’d studied him, and his eyes seemed all too knowing, much more so than they should be. What did Tresten know of him? What had the old Mage discovered?

      The title of the Eldest had been one of the most revered on the Council of Magi, but it didn’t have anything to do with the age of the Mage. It was more about his experience, a title of authority. Jostephon had held the title for many years, having accepted it willingly, knowing that position would grant him access to resources he would not otherwise have been able to reach. Despite that, there were many who had long felt Tresten was better suited for the title of Eldest. Had he wanted—when he served on the Council—Tresten would have been the Eldest.

      Jostephon had long considered himself the preeminent scholar among the Magi. He didn’t fear knowledge, not as so many of his people did. He was willing to recognize that there were things the Magi did not know, facts that could be only learned from the university or from the Historian Guild. Few recognized that fact.

      Tresten had.

      He was the kind of scholar that Jostephon revered, a bright mind, and one that held knowledge of everything that he had seen. It was much like the historian Novan, a man who had frustrated him for many years.

      So when Tresten looked at him, years of knowledge in his gaze, Jostephon recognized an uncertainty within him.

      “He had grown stronger,” Tresten said. “Something has changed. Can you feel that?”

      “I feel nothing, not in this place, not since that boy trapped me here.”

      Tresten smiled. “That boy. Yes. The mere fact that he exists is the reason that I was willing to show myself once more.”

      “Do you know what he is?”

      “He is something the world has not seen before,” Tresten said.

      Jostephon laughed bitterly. “The Highest believes he is a resurgence of the damahne.”

      “And what do you believe?” Tresten asked.

      Jostephon grunted. “It doesn’t matter what I believe. That boy managed to confine me and trapped me here. He knows the secret of shifting, something that only the damahne have mastered.”

      “Not only the damahne, I believe.”

      Jostephon snorted. “No. I suppose not. If he is something the world has not seen before, then he can’t be damahne.”

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t damahne.”

      “Then what is he?”

      “You’ve faced him. You’ve seen the way he wields his sword. Tell me that is what the damahne do.”

      Jostephon stared at him. “The damahne have always had the potential.”

      “It’s one thing to have the potential, but it’s quite another to use it. I would say there has never been a damahne who has demonstrated a willingness to use such violence.”

      Jostephon stared at the older Mage. “You sound almost as if you disagree with his methods,” he said. “Could it be that you would rather have let the damahne fall to nothingness?”

      “I would rather have the damahne serve the purpose they have always been meant to serve,” Tresten said.

      “You can’t believe they actually maintain something of a barrier between creation and destruction as the ancients once believed.”

      Tresten took a deep breath and looked up to the trees. “I believe there is a balance, and the damahne have long stood on the edge of that balance.”

      “And now that most of the damahne have disappeared. Who stands on that balance?”

      Tresten pulled his gaze away from the trees and turned it on Jostephon. “For a long time, I would have said the Magi, or the Den’eamiin. Now…”

      “Now what?”

      “Your High Priest has proven that there is something else that stands on that balance.”

      “Something else? There are no other damahne, none other than the young man who defeated me.”

      Tresten smiled. “I would have agreed with you.”

      “You would have?”

      Tresten looked up to the trees again. “This is an interesting place. For so long, even the damahne feared coming here. That is another thing that Jakob does differently.”

      Jostephon snorted. “Does differently? He came to a forest.”

      “He came to a forest that those who possess great power long feared. And for good reason. There is power here, but he has tapped into that power, something that even the ancient damahne were not able to do.”

      “I can’t decide whether you respect him or fear him.”

      “I can’t either,” Tresten said.

      “And yet your historian and your Hunter have worked with him.”

      “The Conclave has served him. That much is not in dispute.”

      “And they should not have?”

      “They have done what they have needed, and they have opposed destruction for countless years.”

      “Then why do you fear him if the Conclave would see him in power?”

      “Because I cannot see whether he opposes destruction, or whether he is responsible for it.”

      Jostephon watched Tresten, waiting for him to explain, but he didn’t.

      Instead, Tresten turned away from him, and with a drawing of power, he flickered away, disappearing and leaving Jostephon standing in the forest watching after him.
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      Jakob rested within the Tower, letting his sense of ahmaean swirl around him. In the Tower, there was much power—a great sense of ahmaean that filled him, coming from him, the warm teralin chair he sat on, and even the Tower itself, somehow placed there by damahne who had long ago preceded him. He pulled upon that power and turned it inward.

      He stepped outside the fibers of time. Each time, it was easier to accomplish. There was a brightness to the fibers, and he trailed along them, searching for answers that would only come from finding the strand that he needed to find.

      He had to find his brother. He felt compelled but didn’t think that he would find anything more than what he’d already discovered, but when he did, he might begin to understand why his brother had acted the way that he had. Why had he betrayed Jakob?

      Jakob had been unsuccessful in his search for Scottan, though he’d only attempted to follow along his strand in the past, not connect to him in the present. He thought doing so was possible but also dangerous. When facing the groeliin during the rescue of the new damahne, Malaya had learned quite a bit about Jakob and had learned quite a bit about how to use her damahne gifts because of their connection. If he made the same connection with Scottan, he ran the risk of his brother becoming more powerful.

      Instead of his brother’s strand, he was drawn to another, a thicker strand that ran throughout most of the fibers Jakob could see. Even from outside the fibers, Jakob could tell there was something off about this particular strand, as if Raime’s life had tainted his influence upon the fibers.

      Jakob needed to follow Raime’s path and find the other person helping him the nemerahl mentioned, but Jakob hadn’t seen anything along the fibers. Somehow, whoever was working with Raime remained hidden from him.

      But how?

      That was what Jakob had to understand. If there was another helping Raime and somehow hiding from the connection to the fibers, the only possibility was that it would be a damahne. Why would one of the damahne have helped the High Priest? What reason would they have?

      The idea that one of the damahne would work against the others troubled Jakob, but he’d seen enough when he had walked backward along the fibers to make him think that it was possible. What was it that would have divided the damahne in such a way?

      That was what he wanted to learn, but searching along the fibers for such a connection would be difficult—and would take considerable time, especially if he wasn’t certain what exactly he was looking for. It would force him to look at each strand as he went back. Jakob didn’t think he had time to do that. Nor did he think that he had the energy needed to continue wandering back. It might provide him with insight regarding Raime, but how much time would it take? What would be required of him to discover the secrets he thought he needed?

      Yet that wasn’t the reason he had come here this time. This time, it was for Scottan. Jakob still thought he could help his brother, but first, he needed to find him.

      But there were other things he needed to be doing. Perhaps this wasn’t a good use of his time, not when so much remained unsettled and so many preparations remained to be completed. The other new damahne needed training, and he could have a role in that.

      Jakob started to withdraw when he felt pulled.

      In the fibers, he had never been pulled like this. Since he’d begun to walk the fibers more frequently, he had gained a sense of control. When he had first begun having his visions, he’d had no control, but he had no control over his connection to ahmaean, either.

      He resisted, but the pull upon him was powerful.

      Panic worked through him, but only for a moment. He considered resisting, but doing so might trap him here.

      The fibers were a place where he should be safe. They were a place only the nemerahl and the damahne could reach, now, especially after Jakob had forced Raime away from the fibers, and locked him out of them.

      Could another damahne pull on him?

      Could he find who Raime worked with?

      He felt drawn backward, torn away from his time, and toward another time. This would not have been the effect of one of the damahne he had helped. None of them had quite the same control over the fibers as Jakob did. They had some control, but it was weak, and they had not connected to it intentionally so far.

      He drifted, holding onto his connection to the ahmaean.

      He was pulled farther and farther back.

      Jakob resisted, pouring out his own ahmaean as he attempted to secure himself to the fibers, trying to find some way to keep from being dragged further along the fibers. There were ways in which he could be trapped. He could imagine someone forcing him into another’s life, forcing him to live those moments, trapped in someone else’s experience.

      That would be dangerous for him, and he could possibly fall victim to the same madness his brother on the other new damahne had suffered.

      He continued to move backward.

      Jakob drew upon more ahmaean, taking it from the Tower, but even that wasn’t enough. Whatever—and whoever—pulled him backward along the fibers did so with incredible strength, far more than Jakob had access to.

      Farther and farther back he went, beyond any time Jakob had ever visited. The fibers blurred around him as streaks of light.

      And then he was flung free of the fibers.

      He blinked his eyes, quickly retreating to the back of his host’s mind. If he stayed in the forefront, he would be forced to share himself, and without knowing where he was, that was not a risk he felt safe in taking.

      What if he had been pulled back with the purpose of someone discovering what he knew? If that were the intent, his host would want him to remain in the forefront of his mind, so that he would be able to see what Jakob saw, and could know what Jakob knew. If this person was responsible, he was powerful, and Jakob would have to be careful.

      He was moving. At least, the host was moving. Jakob moved along with the host, letting himself be taken. This was an unusual experience. He’d never felt a host forcing him into his mind, though he still didn’t know if that was what had happened or if something else had taken place.

      Landscape blurred past him. He caught snippets of green, massive trees that towered overhead, and thick flowering shrubbery. In the distance, there was a sense of mountains, though Jakob couldn’t see them clearly, and didn’t know how far away they might be. He moved quickly—more quickly than what he would expect. This was not someone running, and it wasn’t someone mounted on horseback, but then it also wasn’t the movement of the daneamiin.

      Where was he?

      Everything continued to blur past him, streaking much more quickly than it should.

      He was tempted to assert control, anything so that he would know where he was—and when he was—but that was the danger. If he asserted control, he would be revealing himself—all of himself.

      No, it was better for him to remain in the background, a passenger rather than an active participant.

      Could he free himself?

      It was possible, but it would require that he pull on ahmaean, and do so in a way that would allow him to separate from his host. Any time he had done so before, he had drawn upon the ahmaean around him from the time to which he had traveled back.

      Doing that now ran the same risk as asserting control. Without knowing what had happened, he didn’t want to risk it.

      He would continue to be a passenger.

      Everything continued to streak past him. There was a meadow, vibrant flowers all around him, and he caught a brief scent from them, and then it was gone. Moving onward, he noted water, a massive lake that they circled around, the scent of fish and damp earth and something else briefly clogging his nostrils. They passed across a rolling plain, and massive grasses grew, brushing up against his host’s arms and legs. The air was crisp and clean here. They reached a rocky peninsula and jumped.

      Jakob soared with his host.

      He noted water flowing beneath him great white-capped swells surging all around, and they landed.

      They continued moving, and the air was more bitter. There was sand, and heat slapped at his host’s face. They continued moving, streaking across, a dizzying sense of speed all around him.

      It was almost too much. Jakob was tempted to slow the host, wanting nothing more than to understand where he was—and when he was. Without knowing who the host might be, he wasn’t certain he should attempt to slow them.

      Every vision he’d had before had a sense of something familiar to it, but this… this was unlike anything he had ever experienced. There was no shifting as he had experienced when coming back as damahne. There was no flickering movement as he experienced with the daneamiin. There wasn’t even a sense of ahmaean around him. There was only speed.

      Perhaps something else. Jakob looked out through his host’s eyes, searching for something familiar he could hold on to, and as he did, he noted flashes of brightness all around him. That brightness reminded him of ahmaean, though he wasn't certain why it should. When he had seen ahmaean in other visions, there was a translucent—almost milky—quality to it. Never before had he seen it as flashes of bright light, not as he did now.

      Was it nothing more than his imagination?

      Maybe it was the way he was trying to interpret what he saw. Everything continued to flow past, whatever his host was doing, and wherever his host was going, raced past him.

      He suspected they had been on the northern continents at first, and that this must represent the southern continent.

      The host jumped again.

      Once more, there was a sense of the ocean beneath them, swells of water splashing far below him, massive whitecaps that surged, giving him a sense of power deep below.

      Where was the host going?

      When he landed, there was a massive mountain, a single isolated peak that rose up in front of him. Despite the blurring sensation of everything moving past him, Jakob still could see this single peak. Smoke drifted from the top of the peak and obscured the sky, blocking out much of the sunlight.

      They continued to run, streaking past barren landscape until they reached the base of this peak. His host continued around it, circling in a wide spiral that gradually carried him up the side of the mountain. As they went, Jakob became aware of an acrid scent in the air from the smoke, and it burned his host’s nose, something the host ignored. His host barely seemed affected by how quickly he was moving, racing higher and higher, until they reached the peak of this strange mountain. Smoke billowed up all around him, filled with heat that threatened to scald his host.

      Where were they? What was this?

      The host stood there, letting the heat that rose from the mountain swirl around him. With the smoke, Jakob was aware of nothing else. His host inhaled, taking a deep breath of the smoke, seemingly unfazed by the bitterness in the air.

      Balance.

      The word was meant for Jakob, though how did the host know that he was here? He had hidden himself, staying in the back of his host’s mind, but somehow, the host had been aware that he was here.

      There must be balance.

      I don’t understand.

      Jakob hesitated speaking to his host, as doing so forced him to step forward, to move into the forefront of his mind, but what choice did he have, especially as the host continued to speak to him, seemingly aware of his presence?

      You must find the balance.

      What kind of balance?

      The kind that prevents unmaking. Do not destroy everything I have created. Do not let others destroy the balance. This is your task.

      With that, the host jumped, dropping into the pit that spewed smoke and steam.

      Jakob exploded in pain as heat washed over him.

      He was thrown free of his host and sent forward along the fibers, surging once more toward his time and his body.

      When he opened his eyes, he did so in a panic, breathing deeply. What had he seen? What had he just experienced? Was it even real?

      He had to believe that it was, and if it was, it meant that his host had called him back in time, and had shown him those sights for some unknown reason, and had demanded that he find the balance.

      Jakob panted, terrified of what he had experienced. The host had said that he had created it. Could he have had a vision of the Maker?

      If so, Jakob couldn’t help but do what was asked, but what kind of balance was he asked to achieve? How would he find balance when he didn’t even feel it within himself?
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      Jakob Nialsen stood on top of the Tower of the Gods, staring at the city of Thealon as it spread out below him. From here, a chilly wind buffeted him, attempting to throw him free from the top of the Tower. Jakob pulled his cloak tighter around him secured around his sword.

      He’d been standing here for hours, trying to understand the meaning of what he had seen, using the time to push out his ahmaean, attempting to reach beyond himself, wanting to see if he could somehow detect where his brother had gone—and through him, find Raime. So far, there had been no sign of either.

      “Do you intend to come back inside anytime soon?”

      Jakob sighed and glanced back at the other damahne, noting the ahmaean swirling off of her. She had improved her skill in the last few weeks, growing increasingly confident with borrowed knowledge from Jakob and his connection to the ahmaean.

      “I’d like to find where he went.”

      “When you do, do you intend to attack immediately, or do you intend to plan your response?”

      “I don’t intend to attack.” At least, he didn’t intend to attack Scottan, but if he came across Raime, he would stop him as quickly as he could. If that meant that he would rush in to slaughter him, he would do that. After everything that Raime had done, and all those Raime had hurt, Jakob was determined to see his influence on the world ended. Too many had been harmed because of him. Too much had been destroyed. And if the Maker had given him a vision requiring balance, Jakob would do what he could to help. “Get on with it. I can tell that you have something on your mind.”

      “It’s not something that’s on my mind as much as it is a concern the rest of us have.”

      “The rest of you? I’ve helped as many as I could. Anyone else who has potential will need you or Adam or any of the others to help awaken their abilities.” He’d spent weeks working with the other damahne, time that he had used helping them reach potential they could not otherwise reach. It had required opening himself up to them, but they also had been opened up to him. Jakob now had an understanding of what many of them had gone through, and the suffering they had known as the madness had influenced them. There was nothing that he could do to remove that pain, so he held it in, and suffered with them.

      It helped him knowing that they had been healed, but it still pained him to think of what they had gone through. The more damahne he helped, the more he realized exactly what Scottan had gone through, and how much he had likely suffered as well. If there was some way he could save his brother, didn’t he have to try?

      And there were others who’d been afflicted with the madness whom he hadn’t gone after. There had to be. But when would he have the time to help them?

      “You’ve awoken us, and we are learning what it is to be damahne, how to use our abilities, but you still lead us, Jakob. We don’t have your experience—”

      Jakob cut her off with a laugh. “My experience? I’ve not understood my damahne abilities for much longer than you.”

      “And yet your abilities still outstripped mine.”

      “Only because I’ve walked back along the fibers.”

      “You keep calling it that, but anytime I’ve tried what you have done, I catch only glimpses. It’s better than what it was when I was sick—at least now I recognize that it’s not real—but it’s still not enough for me to gain the kind of knowledge that I have from you.”

      Jakob only grunted. They had gained the knowledge because Jakob had walked along the fibers to reach her and the others. Had he not, it was doubtful they would have been able to connect as deeply as they had. That connection allowed them a level of understanding not otherwise possible. That was part of Jakob’s gift, and it was one that he wasn’t entirely certain how to demonstrate to others. If he could, it was possible they would be able to reach for the same connection that he had.

      “I don’t intend to go anywhere anytime soon.”

      “Eventually, you will.”

      He considered Malaya a moment. She was a little older than he was and slightly shorter, but in the time since he had helped her reach her damahne abilities, she had begun to grow taller. Her voice had changed, taking on a more lilting quality. They were changes Jakob suspected he had gone through, though he wasn’t quite as aware of them in him as he was when they happened to someone else.

      “Eventually, I will have to do something.” He only wished that he knew what it was. He forced a smile and nodded to Malaya. “I will return in a short while. I’d like to stay here longer, to see if I can detect where else my brother might have gone.”

      “It would be better if you were willing to let someone else be here with you,” she said.

      Jakob smiled again. “I will consider your recommendation.”

      Malaya nodded, and then she shifted.

      He detected the movement as a faint fluttering of her ahmaean, and it was pulled inward, similar to how he traced back along the fibers. He doubted that was a coincidence, or that he was not meant to detect it. As she shifted, he once again recognized how strong she had grown. In time, she would continue to develop into a powerful damahne. It was something they needed.

      He stepped over to the edge of the Tower again and peered out into the fading daylight. No clouds drifted across the sky, and the sun wasn’t bright enough to grant much heat to the day. Every once in a while, a gust of wind would try to throw him backward, but he resisted, remaining held in place, as if he forced himself to become one of the stones.

      Jakob pulled the ahmaean from the Tower itself, using that to help stretch away from him. He’d hoped that the connection to the Tower would have granted him a greater reach, but so far, that hadn’t seemed the case.

      I agree with the other damahne.

      Jakob looked around, expecting to see the nemerahl, but she remained hidden. He still hadn’t worked out how the nemerahl hid, but there was something about their connection to the fibers that allowed it.

      You agree that I should stop looking, or you agree with their concern for what might happen if I find my brother?

      Possibly both. There was a shimmering of ahmaean, though it was nothing like Jakob’s ahmaean, and the nemerahl appeared. Her fur was mostly black, though she had some brown dappling her coat. She was smaller in stature than the nemerahl that had once bonded to Alyta, but despite that, she was still quite powerful. There was a tight connection to the fibers, one that Jakob had not determined how much was due to him and his connection, and how much was due to the fact that not that many nemerahl remained.

      I need to look. Isn’t that why I’m here?

      I thought you were here because you wanted to help the other damahne reach their potential.

      That’s a part of it, but there’s more to it for me, there has to be. He debated a moment about whether to tell the nemerahl about his vision before deciding to do so. I was pulled along the fibers.

      I saw part of this.

      You saw?

      You were within the fibers. I saw.

      Is there anything within the fibers that you cannot see?

      There was a hesitation.

      Is there?

      Only when it involves another nemerahl.

      Was it the Maker?

      You traveled beyond my limits. I am not certain what experience you had.

      But it could have been the Maker.

      Possibly.

      Jakob sighed. If so, he needed to find the balance, but how? Did that mean finding a way to help his brother? Would the Maker be upset if he went after Raime?

      What will you do when you find him?

      When? You have seen this?

      The nemerahl growled within his mind, a sound that was something like laughter. She had a strange connection to him, and he was still learning her mannerisms.

      There is much that I have seen, damahne. Were you willing to look, there would be much for you to see as well.

      We’ve gone over this.

      You’re afraid.

      Not afraid. When Jakob had walked back and spoken to Shoren the last time, he had a sense from Shoren that the other damahne also thought he was afraid. The resistance he had to surging forward along the fibers was not born out of fear but out of a desire to remain uninfluenced.

      Do you think the other does not have help?

      Jakob still wasn’t certain what it meant that Raime would have help. What reason would there have been for one of the damahne to have sided with—and helped—Raime? Didn’t they all serve the same purpose? Wasn’t theirs a goal to maintain peace? At least a balance. If they were divided—and Jakob had no doubt that they must have been, especially considering what he had observed in some of his visions from the past—he still wouldn’t have expected them to actively work against each other.

      Somehow, he would have to go back and understand what had happened and would have to understand whether there was anything he could do to counter it.

      Why has it taken until now for this fact to have come out?

      Because he has hidden his tracks well.

      Hidden from even you?

      Even from me, damahne.

      How?

      The nemerahl snorted. I do not see everything.

      There was something in that comment that Jakob thought he should understand, but it eluded him. Is it someone I should have known about?

      You are damahne. You have the potential to look back and can use that to learn.

      It’s more difficult if I don’t know where I’m going. As a creature of the fibers, you understand that.

      More difficult, but that does not make it impossible to accomplish. You have resisted using your connection to the fibers since we bonded.

      I thought that our bond would make it so that I didn’t have to.

      Why should that be? I might be a part of the fibers, but that does not mean you don’t need to maintain your connection to the fibers, and that you don’t need to do what you can to understand your purpose.

      Jakob wasn’t certain what purpose he might have. For some reason, he was gifted with the ability to walk firmly along the fibers. It was both a gift and a curse, but had he not, would he have saved Malaya and the other damahne? It was likely he would not have managed to awaken them. Without that ability, the groeliin would have eventually managed to steal their ahmaean.

      But it also ran the risk of him stepping back too deeply into the past, and losing himself. That was a way toward madness, and Jakob was not willing to risk the host or himself in such a way.

      I will do what I need to, he told the nemerahl.

      I’m not certain that you will. You have begun thinking that since you defeated the groeliin, you don’t have to fear what Raime will do. Yet you’ve already seen how powerful he can be and how violent he is willing to be.

      I know.

      Do you? It seems to me that he is one that you do not know.

      What would you suggest? Would you have me walk back along the fibers to try to observe Raime?

      With your connection, such a thing would not be impossible.

      Jakob considered the nemerahl for a moment, waiting for either a peal of laughter or some other sign that she was toying with him, but it never came.

      Could he go back and observe Raime?

      The nemerahl was right. He didn’t know enough about Raime, certainly not enough to effectively counter him. If he were able to go back along the fibers and observe him—particularly from the beginning—could he begin to understand who was helping him and what plan he might have? Could he find this other who was helping him?

      If Jakob went back far enough, Raime might not even be able to sense his presence. Raime was not damahne, so would not have the same connection to the fibers.

      But it was dangerous. If he did go back, and if Raime somehow was made aware of his presence, the sharing between them would put Jakob in danger in his time. If he went back, and Raime was able to glean information from Jakob, it would potentially impact how effectively Jakob would be able to stop him.

      Do I always attempt to find out more from Raime?

      Do you believe the fibers are static?

      The other damahne I’ve spoken to seem to think they are.

      Damahne have the ability to look at the fibers, and like all beings, can influence the fibers, especially in their own time, but they are often unaware that the fibers change over time. There are variations that come from the fibers, and those variations are tied to others with a greater connection to the fibers.

      Like the nemerahl?

      The nemerahl. Our cousins. Even some damahne.

      So when I go back, do I influence the fibers? Can I even influence the fibers?

      It is difficult to say. It is possible that when you attempt to walk back as you do, you are only doing what you have always been meant to do.

      That’s been my concern.

      What if it isn’t the case? What if what you learn and accomplish manages to make a slight change over time. Perhaps it isn’t this time that changes things, but the next, or even the one after.

      I don’t understand. What do you mean the next time?

      Do you think this is the only time you and I have ever had this conversation?

      I thought the fibers were woven together toward the future.

      Yours are, but the fibers are a cycle. You have seen this, damahne.

      I still don’t understand. How is it possible for what you’re describing?

      Because while there may be strands woven together, and there may be a sense that they are fixed, there remains some uncertainty, and with as many who exist to have the ability to touch the fibers with strength, it’s possible that changes have been layered over time with each cycle.

      If that were the case, was Jakob having this conversation for the first, the second, or was this the hundredth time? If they had gone through this before, was he able to change things enough during this passing for him to have any positive impact on what was to come?

      That’s what the nemerahl are then? You’re somehow connected to all possibilities?

      I am connected to the fibers. All nemerahl are connected to the fibers. Because of that, we are connected to all possibilities.

      What happens in the other possibilities?

      The nemerahl crouched next to him and looked out over the ledge and down at the city. From here, everything appeared tiny. It gave a reassuring sense, and Jakob could almost believe that he could help all of these people. That was his responsibility now, wasn’t it? With everything that he’d been granted, he had to use those abilities, and he had to help as many as he could. If he didn’t, others like his brother and Raime would come, and they would seek to destroy.

      It pained Jakob to think that his brother might do something like that, but he had no other explanation.

      Could his brother be different in one of the other possibilities?

      You’ve asked me that question before.

      What question is that?

      About your brother.

      Is it possible?

      All things are possible when it comes to the fibers.

      If all things are possible, what makes this reality any better or different from any others?

      Because this reality seems to be the anchor to the others.

      Why?

      The nemerahl looked up at him, her golden eyes blazing with intelligence. When a tree sprouts from the forest, one trunk must become central. There can be many branches, but all respond to the one. Without it, the entire tree dies.

      So without this strand within the fibers, you’re saying the entire thing dies.

      I cannot see that with clarity, but all signs point to that being the case.

      What can we do?

      You can protect the fibers. If you don’t, and if this strand is allowed to perish, it’s possible that all other strands will perish.

      Is this what the damahne have protected?

      The nemerahl stood and paced behind him, sniffing at the air. Jakob had the sense that the nemerahl wasn’t going to answer, when it did, the creature’s remark took him off guard.

      The damahne have long guarded the seal between making and unmaking. It is a barrier between the Maker and what we once called the Deshmaker.

      Only the damahne? What of the Magi? The Antrilii? The daneamiin? All had ahmaean, not just the damahne.

      That is not an answer I understand. It is possible they receive their power from the source.

      The source?

      Where all ahmaean originates.

      I thought it was tied to life.

      It is, but there are places where it is concentrated and…

      And what?

      Changed.

      Jakob looked at the nemerahl. What would it mean for ahmaean to change? Why would it change? Where are these places?

      I cannot see that.

      Because it’s beyond the fibers?

      Because it is beyond my sight.

      Why tell me this? What purpose is there in sharing this now?

      I see that it is knowledge that you need now.

      Only now? Jakob asked.

      You had not needed it before.

      Would Raime attempt to find these places of concentrated ahmaean? Jakob couldn’t fathom Raime being even more powerful than he already was. If Raime was after more power, maybe it had to do with this other person the nemerahl had spoken of. What did he want to use it for?

      I need to know. Jakob echoed the nemerahl’s words. That’s the reason why you’re sharing with me?

      I’m sharing because you need to know. I’m sharing because it’s possible that you are the only one who is able to do anything to stop it. And I’m sharing because I fear that this other has already begun to disrupt it.

      What happens if that occurs?

      The nemerahl didn’t answer, simply keeping her gaze fixed in the distance.

      Nemerahl? What happens?

      She turned to look up at him. You already know what happens, damahne.

      As she stared at him with her intense, glowing yellow eyes, Jakob shivered. He had heard of what might be in his future. It was the one thing that Raime had seen of him, and something that Raime wanted from him. It was the same as Mage Haerlin had seen.

      Jakob was determined that would not occur, but he might not be strong enough to prevent it. And if he wasn’t, would it come to fruition?

      Darkness. That’s what it is, isn’t it?

      The nemerahl sniffed and turned her head away from him, looking out once more over the city. That is one possibility that exists, and the most likely.

      Jakob hoped she would say something else, and that there might be something more for him, but she didn’t.

      He shivered, unable to suppress it.

      Whatever else he did, he would somehow have to ensure he wasn’t the reason for the end of all things, but how was he to do that?
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      Jakob sat within his room in the Tower. The chair was solid teralin, all positively charged, and it felt warm beneath the thin fabric of the clothes he wore. The room was otherwise empty. There were no windows to the outside—the Tower had no windows, making it feel oppressive even on the best of days. He was alone and rested with his sword sitting across his lap.

      Even the nemerahl had left him. There wasn’t much for her to do when he attempted to walk along the fibers. Within the Tower, there was a sense of safety so that he didn’t need anyone to watch over him, not as he once had. Previously, he had asked others to observe while he journeyed in his mind, so that he would not be harmed while he walked the fibers.

      Was he ready for what he intended to attempt?

      It was necessary. It was time for him to go back and see if there was anything he could learn from Raime so that he could begin to understand him. He feared getting pulled back along the fibers but thought that vision had been given to him for a reason.

      What would happen if he ignored it?

      Jakob tried not to think about it.

      Instead, he focused on what he needed to do to understand Raime. It might require that he step farther back than he had before, going back even before the time of the first Conclave. At least in that time, he knew that Raime would have once been something of a scholar, and that he was felt worthy of being a member of the Conclave. Jakob didn’t know enough about the man to know how long that had been the case. Eventually, Raime’s presence on the Conclave created conflict that ended with him getting exiled, but in order for Jakob to learn about the man—and learn what had happened, and where he had gone into hiding, and who he might be working with—he needed to know more about who he had been.

      He knew he had to try once again to walk the fibers back to find Raime. It might also be the easiest way for him to know what Raime intended and who was helping him.

      But he also knew looking back along the fibers in that way required incredible power. That was the reason for the teralin chair and his remaining in the Tower. There was ahmaean here that he could draw upon that would allow him to augment his natural ability. He had granted much ahmaean to the other damahne, and that had weakened him somewhat, though not nearly as much as he had expected.

      Jakob took a deep breath.

      He wasn’t normally nervous when walking the fibers, but he wasn’t normally as concerned about the impact his presence would have. If he made a mistake here, it could have significant implications, especially with what the nemerahl had said about the circular nature of the fibers. And he feared disrupting the balance and drawing the attention of the Maker—or whoever that had been.

      He drew upon his ahmaean and turned it inward.

      The connection to the chair—as well as the Tower—caused a surge of ahmaean to flow through him.

      There was a shifting, and Jakob stepped outside of the fibers. He saw them as a pale, translucent sort of glowing light. There was a thick density to them moving in one direction, and in the opposite direction, there was a sense of openness, that of the possibilities that existed within the fibers.

      Standing outside of the fibers as he did now, he was able to see all possibilities, and all of the various strands that comprised the fibers. This was the only way he could step outside of his own pathway. That was what would be necessary for him to reach Raime.

      Though dangerous, finding Raime was not difficult.

      Jakob knew that strand and had noted the thickness to it. A part of him wondered what would happen if he attempted to sever the strand but suspected he would not be allowed. There seemed to be a certain regulation to power within the fibers, and Jakob did not want to do anything that might disrupt that.

      He traced along Raime’s strand, moving backward. He searched as he went, but with as long as he had lived, finding a single significant connection to Raime was difficult—at least, without knowing Raime.

      He would have to go far back, much farther than he had attempted before. Would it be dangerous? Was it something that he even dare attempt, or did he need to be more careful?

      The fibers untangled before him.

      Finally, Jakob saw where he needed to go. As he went back, certain places on strands along the fibers surged more brightly. He didn’t fully understand why, or what they were, but suspected they had something to do with important events on the strand of the person living through that time. He would choose one of these as his host—possibly many of these—and observe. Perhaps by observing only, he wouldn’t need to risk exposing himself, or the possibility of Raime learning more about him—and possibly how to defeat Jakob sooner.

      Jakob would still need to confine his thoughts, keep them constricted within Raime’s mind. Even if he did this, there was a possibility that part of him would leach out, that Raime would detect that Jakob was there. If he did, would he learn from Jakob? Would Jakob essentially be influencing the future?

      They were questions about the fibers for which he didn’t know the answers. It seemed that none really understood them. The nemerahl might understand them best of all, as they were a part of the fibers, but even that was difficult for Jakob to fully comprehend.

      The surge along the strand glowed even more brightly here. If this represented something important, then it was incredibly important.

      He stepped inside of Raime’s strand, making himself a small as possible as he looked out through his eyes.

      The city was dark and dirty, and a hint of a breeze blew through, but it did nothing to extinguish the stink. The smell was something stale, and it mixed with the stench of refuse as well as thousands of bodies not meant for a city this size. All of it served to increase Jakob’s anxiety as his host walked along the streets.

      Where was he?

      Jakob probed Raime’s mind with a light touch, careful not to announce his presence, hoping to learn where he was and what his host was doing.

      This was where Raime was scheduled to meet his contact, but the man hadn’t appeared where he had been expected. Had the war delayed him? Countless others had been delayed by the war, and countless more had died fighting in it.

      Jakob struggled to maintain a disconnect between Raime and himself, but it was difficult. He kept himself buried in little more than a pocket within his mind, peering out at the street, trying to gain a sliver of understanding, but not daring to do so too extensively. If he did, he risked more than he intended.

      An explosion thundered through the city.

      Raime ducked back along one of the alleys, getting out of the street, trying to remain near the wall that appeared stout. Too often with explosions like this, buildings would collapse. It was as if the entire ground thundered under the effort of the gods’ wrath.

      Debris settled down upon him, layering him with dust, but the wall held. How many more attacks could the city withstand?

      Jakob wanted to learn more from Raime. Observing wasn’t giving him all the answers he sought. So he risked reaching into Raime’s mind a bit farther. A light touch, nothing more, and he could at least know where he was and what was taking place.

      Jarva was not a large city and was certainly not fortified to endure attacks of this nature. The city had been the center of trade, a place where caravans of goods would cross the desert to the west and make their way toward more extensive networks, and ports that would take those supplies all the way to the northern continent.

      Why had his contact chosen this place to meet? He knew it was in the heart of the war and would place them both in danger.

      The answer was easy. It was because he was a part of the war.

      He remained along the wall, pressing his back against the smooth stone, feeling its strength, waiting for another tremor or another thundering explosion that would send him into hiding again, but it never came. Thankfully.

      He carefully moved back into the street, one of many doing so. With each explosion, the people hid—much like he had hid—before emerging once more to survey for damage. The temple had long ago fallen, reduced to little more than rubble under the explosion, leaving the city—and its people—without their religious leaders. How would they maintain that connection without them?

      He moved carefully, hesitantly.

      Jakob tried to remain as small as he could within Raime’s mind, but more questions came to him. He wouldn’t have answers if he remained so confined, but stepping forward any further meant that he would risk exposing himself in a dangerous way.

      He looked up. The sky held a haze to it that looked like a fog had just rolled in, but he knew it was the dust of debris from the explosion. He recognized the signs of destruction all too well, but it never made it any easier for him to experience. The haze blocked out the sun, offering only occasional streamers of light. He pulled a cloth sash up over his mouth and nose, trying to filter the air and keep the dust from his lungs. Most who lived through the war had learned the value of doing that. If they didn’t, they ran the risk of coughing and revealing themselves if there were an attack. Attacks came often enough that they were something to fear.

      He glanced over at a couple making their way along the street near him. Could they be soldiers? They didn’t appear so, and he saw no sign of weapons sheathed at their sides, nor of the belts their demolition experts tended to carry, but they also had grown skilled at hiding themselves, concealing their presence from others. It was possible that anyone in the city could be fighting on behalf of the Unbelievers.

      He fingered the small knife at his waist. The blade had a sharp curve to it and was difficult to unsheathe because of it. Though there was a time when he’d worn it—as did most—as little more than decoration, those days were gone. More than once since the war had begun, he had needed to use his knife to protect himself. It was not something he cared to do, but what choice did he have, especially as the attacks continued?

      More and more people carried knives these days, certainly more than ever had before. No longer decoration, it now had a more utilitarian purpose. If he could have found one with a straighter blade, he would have carried that instead, but perhaps the metal would not have sung to him quite the same way that his knife did.

      Jakob took note of his host’s thoughts of his connection to his knife. He had a fleeting thought of teralin, but movement in the street caused him to put the thought aside.

      He moved to the side of the road, keeping himself separated from the others. Any distance was good, especially as he didn’t know who he could trust, and who might attack.

      Another explosion rumbled, though this was more distant than the last. He didn’t bother hiding in the alley this time, knowing that there was no point in it and that the buildings would not collapse from it. Like the others on the street, he glanced back and waited, his heart beating wildly and his breath held as he anticipated whether another explosion would come. Most had grown cautious, but most also had gone to understand the sequential nature of the attacks and had learned to take steps to protect themselves. It was one reason he was heading in the direction that he was, moving away from the source of the attack.

      Would his contact feel the same way?

      Perhaps it would not matter. If he could find his contact and learn what he knew so that he could document it, he could get away from here and make his way back to one of the safer cities, a place that may not be plagued by war as this one was.

      He turned a corner when someone grabbed him.

      The man standing across from him had a dirty face and yellowed teeth. His breath smelled foul—nearly as foul as the stench within the street. Raime jerked his arm back, trying to get himself free, but the man had a solid grip. Raime’s gaze took in the sword sheathed at the man’s waist as well as the belt he wore, likely explosives.

      “Are you him?” the soldier asked.

      Could this be his contact? Raime hadn’t expected him to be one of the Unbelievers, but maybe that was why he had come here. It would be a more dangerous connection to make, though perhaps Raime would learn more from the Unbelievers. Few had observed them thus far.

      “Who are you looking for?”

      The man grabbed Raime’s arm again. His grip became painful, and there was a manic look on his face. “Are you him?”

      Raime watched the other man. This was not the contact. He would have made it clearer, and he wouldn’t have pretended to be one of the Unbelievers, not with what was asked of him.

      That meant the man was a soldier. And the belt likely meant that he was one of the explosive experts—one of the men responsible for destroying most of the city—including the temple.

      “Who are you looking for?” Raime repeated.

      This time, the man grabbed Raime’s cloak. His face contorted in a sneer. “You’re not him.”

      Raime tried getting his arm free again, but he couldn’t. It was trapped beneath the cloak and held by the man’s iron grip. He couldn’t even reach his knife.

      “I am him.”

      “Are you?”

      Who was the man looking for? In any other city, Raime would have expected that he would have been granted a measure of respect, but here—and now—there was little of that. The Guild was an ancient and well-regarded entity everyplace else, but in Jarva, it was not.

      “I’m a historian,” Raime said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the marker of the Guild. Would it matter? It was the only thing he could do with his free hand, and he wasn’t certain whether the soldier would even care about the Historian Guild.

      The man released his grip on Raime’s arm and stepped back. “You are him. Good. Come with me.”

      He spun and hurried down the street, leaving Raime staring after him.

      What was this? Raime hadn’t expected his contact to be one of the Unbelievers—and certainly not someone who was responsible for destroying parts of the city. Then again, wouldn’t that be a way of getting information? If the man was able to remain hidden, somehow concealing his identity, why wouldn’t he pretend to be one of the Unbelievers?

      Unless this was not his contact.

      If that were the case, he was making a mistake by going with him.

      What should he do? Raime wasn’t entirely certain who to expect, only that his contact would find him in this section of the city. With the violence taking place throughout the city, it seemed logical that his contact would have to be one of the Unbelievers.

      Even if it wasn’t, could he turn down the opportunity to go with him? Even if it was only to observe, there would still be value in that.

      Raime hurried after the man, catching him a short distance away. “You’re not what I was expecting,” he said.

      “What were you expecting?” Raime asked.

      “Not you.” The man grunted and said no more.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      The man’s steps never slowed. “Quiet here,” he hissed.

      Raime looked around and knew that he should remain silent. It was dangerous otherwise. But where would the man take him?

      That might matter more than anything else. If he took him into the heart of the attack—into the center of the destruction—Raime would risk more than he had anticipated. It was bad enough coming to Jarva, but even worse to do so and expose himself to the possibility of death. At least when he had been on his own, he had known ways of hiding, places where he could conceal himself. Heading off with one of the soldiers would surely mean he’d find himself in the midst of the battle.

      But wasn’t that what he wanted?

      To gather the knowledge that he desired, he needed to risk himself.

      Another explosion thundered through the city, and Raime tensed.

      The explosion shook Jakob enough that he nearly surged forward within Raime to shift out of the city. He had to keep himself wound deeply within Raime’s mind. Keeping himself here in this way didn’t allow him to know nearly as much as he could if he exposed himself. He was confined to the things that Raime saw, but maybe he could gather clues in that way, and use them to help him know what more Raime might have experienced.

      Why now?

      What was it about this time—and this place—that had been important for Raime?

      Unless what he was seeing did not represent important events for him, but that didn’t seem to make a whole lot of sense to Jakob. Why else would the strand have glowed so brightly?

      The man ducked into a small building. The stone along the front had begun to crumble, and there were blackened sections that made it seem as if an explosion had taken place near here. Most of the building was still solid, but for how much longer? Would another explosion cause the entire building to come crashing down around him?

      He couldn’t plan like that, not if he intended to learn from these soldiers.

      Inside, the building was darkened, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. When they did, he realized there were three others sitting around a table. A map was unrolled on the table, and Raime saw that it represented the entirety of the southern continent. Stones set on top of the map likely represented locations of attackers. It was much more extensive than any he would have expected.

      Could the war have spread that far?

      The men looked over to him as he entered and eyed him. One of them, a larger man with broad shoulders and a poorly healed scar on his cheek, shifted in his seat so that he blocked the map.

      “What are you doing, Benham?”

      The man with Raime stepped forward. “I am grabbing this historian before the others manage to claim him.”

      Raime’s breath caught.

      The other man smiled, causing the scar on his cheek to contort strangely. “They think to bring the Guild into this?”

      Benham shrugged and threw himself into his seat next to the larger man. “Don’t make the assumption that just because they pretend impartiality that they actually are.”

      “We’ve seen no sign to believe the Guild is involved,” the larger man said.

      “No sign doesn’t mean that they haven’t invested themselves. They think too highly of their position in the world to remain impartial.”

      “You believe the Guild think so highly of themselves?” Raime asked.

      He should have remained silent, especially if these Unbelievers were part of the war. Considering their hide out, and the fact of who came after him, he had to believe that they were.

      “Now he talks,” the larger man said.

      “He didn’t say much when I found him, either. Not too many of the Guild do.”

      “The serious historians prefer to have their tongues removed.”

      Benham shrugged. “Some do, but I don’t know that I would consider them the serious historians. They might be serious about the perception of their craft, but I’ve encountered plenty of historians who preferred to be open about their observations—at least more open than their little journals would account for.”

      Another explosion thundered, this one nearby. It was close enough that a trail of rubble drifted from the ceiling.

      One of the other men sitting at the table grinned. He had long gray hair pulled back and tied with a leather thong. He glanced over at Raime, watching him for a reaction. This close to the action, Raime had been startled by the explosion, but not so much so that he would be frightened. If these men were willing to remain this close to the explosions, then it wasn’t likely that it was all that dangerous.

      “Maybe we should take his tongue and see if he remains a serious historian,” the larger man said.

      “What would that serve, Drash?”

      “Serve? I think it would at least help me feel that we didn’t have to worry about him sharing what he observes.”

      “And how are we supposed to get information from him?” Benham leaned forward, and there was a slight gleam in his eye. “Do you think that he should write it out? Is that how you would presume we learn from him? How long do you think would take for us to make him useful then?”

      His presence here put him in danger. It put others in danger.

      He started to turn, but Benham appeared in front of him faster than Raime would’ve expected possible. He had a sword in hand and glared at Raime, shaking his head.

      “I think you’ll stay a while, historian. You see, we know the Guild has knowledge that we will need.”

      “What kind of knowledge?”

      “The kind that will allow us to end this war.”

      “Ending the war means that you will defeat the gods.”

      “Gods? Is that what you believe them to be? I thought the historians were trained in observation.”

      It was nearly a slap. Raime resisted the urge to recoil. “I am trained to be impartial.”

      “If you were impartial, you wouldn’t have made such a statement.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you don’t know nearly as much as you think.”

      Raime looked around the crumbling room, glancing from man to man. “If I don’t know nearly as much as I think, then why have you captured me? What is it that you want from me?”

      The man grinned. “What do we want? We want what’s in your journals. We want the secrets to your code.”

      “My code?” There was a specific way the historians documented, keeping records in such a way that others would not be able to read them without access to what the historian held only in his mind. It was a safety measure, one that some of the earliest historians had chosen to prevent their knowledge from getting out to others who could not—and should not—have it.

      How would these men have discovered that such a system existed?

      The man nodded again. “You’re going to remain here and provide us with what we want.”

      “And if I don’t?” Raime wasn’t about to be the person to reveal the secret to the historian documentation, but he was interested to know what they might do to him if he didn’t share.

      “If you don’t, I think that I will have a creative way of demonstrating what we have learned.”

      Benham’s hand rested on his satchel, and Raime resisted the urge to look down, not wanting to think about how he might use those explosives on him.

      Almost as if to accent what he was saying, another explosion thundered.

      This time, the walls shook.

      Raime tensed, unable to hide his fear. He had never intended to come this close to the conflict in Jarva. That wasn’t his assignment.

      Despite that, Raime couldn’t be responsible for sharing the code. He would fight, he would resist even if it meant using his otherwise useless belt knife.

      Benham watched him, grinning as if knowing what thoughts were going on inside Raime’s mind. “You’ll tell us, or you’ll die.”

      Deep within Raime’s mind, Jakob felt a growing weakness. The longer he remained here, the more he risked exposing himself.

      Jakob stepped back, into the fibers. What had he been meant to see there? Why was this such a meaningful time for Raime? Had he revealed the historian code?

      He could ask Novan, but Novan was north with the Antrilii. And what would it matter if Raime had?

      There were other questions that came to him, specifically whether Novan had even known that Raime was a historian before joining the Conclave. In that way, was Raime that different from Novan?

      More than that, he had seen Raime as nothing more than a man, and a devout one. That surprised Jakob as much as anything.

      When had he gone from serving the gods to trying to steal from them? What would have changed for him?

      Fatigue worked through him, and Jakob was dragged forward along the fibers. As he went, he noted other pulses along Raime’s path, places that would have been significant to him in the past. He would need to come back and visit those, as well; any time before Raime gained power would likely be safest. If he could know those times, he could begin to understand Raime, and might be able to find a way to learn where Raime hid. Already, he had more information about Raime than he had before.

      Where was Jarva?

      It was a city Jakob had never heard of. He could use that, could learn how it fit within the war that he had seen, and try to understand what role Raime had played in it.

      He neared his own time and tired as he was, the urge to look forward overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t help but peer along the fibers.

      There was nothing there.

      Darkness. That was it.

      Jakob attempted to push forward again, looking to untangle the connections along the fibers, but he was unable to.

      The emptiness remained.

      Did that mean that his possibilities had narrowed? Did that mean the darkness was now inevitable?

      Within the fibers, Jakob shivered, unable to help himself.

      He wanted to push farther, but he was too weak to keep looking, and he stepped back outside of the fibers and back into his body.
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      When Jakob opened his eyes, he was still alone, sitting in the teralin chair, his sword across his lap. His weakness frustrated him. Had he more strength, he might have attempted to remain within Raime’s mind and release a little bit of the barrier he’d held, to borrow some of what Raime had known, but his weakness meant he might lose control and reveal his presence, and he wasn’t willing to risk that.

      Jakob stood, stretching his legs. They had gone stiff, making him think that he had been in the chair for longer than he had intended.

      How much time had passed?

      It was difficult to gauge. He’d only been in Raime’s mind for a short period of time, but the amount of time it took him to walk the fibers was an unknown. He had yet to determine whether stepping far outside of the fibers took much longer than simply walking a short time back.

      He was tired. The effort of walking so far back had strained him. He wanted to rest, but he also felt the continued sense of unease at what was taking place. If he could not find Raime—or his brother—soon, he feared what else might happen.

      What was that darkness that he had seen when he’d tried to look forward?

      Had it always been there? He hadn’t seen it when he had looked before, but that was what Raime—and Haerlin—had foreseen.

      Had Jakob made a mistake by not searching forward along the fibers before? The nemerahl seemed to think so.

      Nemerahl.

      He sensed the connection through their bond, a connection that seemed to be formed out of ahmaean, binding the two of them. It was a strange sensation that Jakob still didn’t fully understand. It allowed him to close his eyes and look through the nemerahl’s eyes, much as he did when he occupied a host.

      Was that the case?

      He hadn’t considered it that way before, but what if that was how the bond formed?

      Then why would Jakob be able to connect to hosts in a similar way?

      From what he’d learned from Shoren, none of the other damahne had the same ability. Why Jakob? What would make him different?

      You walked the fibers.

      The nemerahl’s voice filled his mind, and Jakob breathed out a sigh of relief. There were times when he called out to the nemerahl, and she didn’t answer. He thought their bond would hold them together, but sometimes, she seemed reluctant to answer him. But the fact that she answered him at all was still better than what it had been like with Alyta’s nemerahl.

      I went looking for understanding.

      Did you see something that alarmed you?

      I walked back and observed Raime. I need to find out who he’s working with.

      And observing will help?

      I need to know him better to find the strands that influence him, unless you’re able to see something on the fibers that will help.

      The nemerahl was slow to respond. I am not.

      That would have been too easy. He needed to understand how this other—damahne or whatever he was—managed to conceal himself from the nemerahl.

      I have questions, though I’m not sure that you will be able to answer them.

      Then why did you summon me?

      Because before I returned, I looked forward. I saw darkness.

      The nemerahl appeared, almost as if she had shifted into place. She crouched next to him, looking up at him with her bright orange eyes and tipping her head to the side as if considering what more to share with him. I see the darkness, as well. Have you not seen it before?

      Jakob shook his head. When I’ve looked forward before, I’ve always seen possibilities, and have been able to attempt to separate the fibers, but nothing like what I saw this last time.

      You believe yourself responsible for this.

      Raime saw darkness when he looked into my possible futures. As did Haerlin. How can I not be responsible for this change?

      Each of us contributes to the fibers in some way, damahne. Your contribution might be greater than some, and thus your strand might be thicker than some, but each has a contribution.

      I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.

      I’m trying to tell you that you alone would not be responsible for the darkness. Just like you alone cannot be responsible for ensuring it does not occur.

      It can be stopped?

      The fibers are possibilities. You have known that from the beginning.

      And yet you have told me that the fibers represent a circularity.

      The nemerahl crouched, looking up at Jakob. For one as young as you are, you have begun to question in ways that many of the Elders did not.

      Such as who?

      Such as the one you refer to as Shoren. There have been others like him with a powerful connection and understanding of the fibers.

      Do you refer to Shoren by some other name?

      The nemerahl’s ears twitched. We find names to be less than useful. It is possible that he is Shoren, but it’s possible that he is something else or, someone else.

      What else—or who else—would he be?

      We know that he is one who was able to connect deeply to the fibers, but even he had limitations. You are much like him and unlike him.

      My connection is different from Shoren’s. He told me that some of the things I was able to do weren’t possible.

      Perhaps they weren’t possible once. But many things that were once not possible have begun to become real.

      What can I do to stop the darkness?

      The answers are not always obvious. It will require you looking toward a time when you are able to do more than you can now. I don’t know that I have the answer to that. None within the fibers have that answer.

      Jakob thought about what the nemerahl was telling him and worried that he might cause the end of all things if he wasn’t careful. That wasn’t what he wanted, and there was a reason he had opposed Raime, thinking to avoid the darkness that he foretold. If Jakob was destined to cause that darkness, was there anything he could do—any way for him to avoid it?

      What does the brighter light along each strand signify?

      You already know what it signifies.

      It means something significant to the strand?

      The brighter light is a point of divergence. It’s the point where something of importance takes place for the strand. At that point, the fibers could have branched in many different directions. From there, it is a winding of the fibers.

      A winding?

      You have seen how the fibers branch out before you.

      It was something of a statement, and almost a question. Jakob had a sense the nemerahl was trying to explain some core concept to him. It was the first time that he had that sensation from anyone other than Shoren, and Shoren’s description of the fibers was never enough to fully explain what Jakob was doing. When he had spoken to Alyta’s nemerahl, he had not been willing to share what he knew of the fibers, claiming that Jakob needed to learn that on his own. Had he learned enough that his nemerahl bond was finally willing to help him understand more of what he needed to know?

      I have seen how the fibers branch out. There are countless possibilities.

      Not countless. There are a finite number of possibilities, and each possibility brings more possibilities. But not each time contains such variety.

      What do you mean?

      Think of now. If you were to look forward along the fibers—

      I would see darkness.

      You would see possibilities, damahne. They would be limited, but there would be possibilities there. When you look into the immediate future, there are a set number of occurrences that could take place in this particular instance.

      How do you know?

      The nemerahl eyed him, seemingly annoyed that he had to ask.

      I am of the fibers. I am of those possibilities.

      How much of the future could the nemerahl see? Was it possible for her to see more than Jakob could? Would she have a greater understanding of what she saw than what Jakob did?

      Likely, she would. As she said, she was of the fibers, which meant that she was able to understand the occurrences that took place, the possibilities that extended in front of him, and likely could help him understand what possibilities there were.

      With that set number of instances, you’re saying there is not as much variety at this time.

      At this time, you have only a few particular possibilities that you might make. Now, some of those might be more unlikely than others, but for the most part, all carry with them a certain similarity. There is not much variety to your strand from here.

      Jakob thought he was understanding. But in other times, there would be more. Such as when I first spoke to Alyta.

      When you first spoke to her, your possibilities were more extensive. That was a branching point for you. Jakob sensed the nemerahl was pleased that he made the connection. If you were to look back along the strand and see what took place for you then, you would see a bubble of what you call light. The nemerahl know it as a nidus. At these moments in one’s life, there are more possibilities than at other times, and when they are bundled, you form this nidus.

      This is what I saw with Raime?

      You saw a time of importance for him. At that time, he could have made many different decisions, and the ones that he made formed the future path his strand took.

      Like a tree sprouting.

      Something like that. He formed the main stem of the pathway his strand took. Had he made another decision, he would have woven his strand into the fibers in a different way. Much like had you made a different decision after you spoke with the damahne, you might have been woven into the fibers in a different way. They are possibilities, and they are powerful.

      The nemerahl’s eyes flashed brightly, reminding Jakob of this nidus.

      I thought I could learn about Raime by going far back along his strand. If I can understand who he was, I might be able to anticipate what he might do now and who he serves. If I search these niduses, they should lead me to that person, shouldn’t they?

      That is a reasonable conclusion, but he has lived a long time, even for your kind. He will have had many experiences, and will by necessity have formed many niduses along his strand.

      Does that matter?

      As I said, there is power in such niduses.

      Can he access that power? If he could, that might explain why Raime had maintained his power despite what Jakob had done. It might explain why Raime had been able to overcome the fact that Jakob had attempted to strip his connection to the ahmaean from him when they first fought, and that Raime had somehow managed to reach along the fibers and twist them.

      If that was how Raime had managed to accumulate power, was there anything that Jakob could do that could replicate that? Could he create a similar experience, and give himself a similar connection to power?

      Anyone who is able to reach into the fibers can draw upon the power of these niduses.

      Including me?

      You are able to reach deeply into the fibers. You would have a great ability to access that power.

      What does that power allow me to do?

      The nemerahl stood and rubbed up against Jakob. You already have enough connection that you would not need a greater connection, damahne. It might lend you strength if you found yourself weakened, but it is a strength that comes from the fibers, so there are certain limitations to it.

      What kind of limitations?

      The kind that I cannot describe.

      Because I am not allowed to know?

      Because I am not able to describe them, damahne. You have words for such things, but I do not.

      Can I connect to you to understand?

      There is no connection to the nemerahl that would grant what you ask. What you want to do is something that few have ever managed outside of the nemerahl.

      Jakob thought back to what he’d seen along Raime’s strand and the various places where there had been a brighter light. Now that he knew those were places of importance, when Raime had made decisions that had caused his strand to be woven into the fibers in a particular way, he knew that he would need to go back and see if he could understand them. If he could find answers about Raime’s past, would he then understand him well enough to defeat him?

      That was what this was all about, wasn’t it? He needed to know about Raime—and about what he might do. Only then could he discover where he was hiding. There had to be answers along his strand.

      Did you learn something when you walked back and observed Raime, damahne?

      I learned that he was a historian.

      I believe you have some experience with historians.

      I do, but his connection to the Historian Guild predates Novan and his experience by a significant timeframe.

      There have been historians for nearly as long as there have been damahne.

      There have?

      They went by a different title then, but they served a similar purpose. They felt a need to document the damahne, to provide witness to their purpose.

      Would Novan have known that?

      Novan was quite well connected to the Historian Guild. Jakob had to believe that Novan did know, and if he knew, had he read some of those ancient texts?

      Maybe he couldn’t. It was possible that they were coded, as he had learned in his vision.

      He needed to know whether Raime had shared the knowledge of the historians. Had he revealed the secret to the code they used in their documentation? If he had, that might help Jakob understand which way the war had gone, and might help him understand some of what motivated Raime. Raime had wanted to serve the gods at that time, so something had changed, though what wasn’t clear.

      He needed to find Novan. He had tasked the historian with learning about the groeliin and seeking a connection, but perhaps it was time for him to rejoin Novan, anyway. Jakob had learned something about the groeliin that Novan might need to know, and it might influence the way that he searched for them.

      It would take him away from the Tower, but would he have to go alone?

      Now that Malaya—and Adam, along with a few others—had an ability to shift, could they come with him and be useful?

      Perhaps it was time for them to see other parts of the world, to see the influence that the damahne had. Perhaps it was time for them to engage so that others would know that the damahne had returned. It would lead to worship of them, and from what Jakob knew of the damahne he had helped restore, none of them were interested in being worshipped, but they could stabilize some of the fighting that had occurred, and they could create a sense of calm by showing their presence.

      That alone might be enough to destabilize Raime, and might force him to take action. Jakob didn’t like the idea of forcing him to fight, but they needed to goad him into doing something. Raime needed to make a mistake and reveal himself so that they could find some way of stopping him.

      If I go north, will you come with me?

      We are bonded, damahne. I travel wherever you travel.

      Will you reveal yourself?

      I will reveal myself if it is necessary, and only to those I choose.

      What of the merahl? They are descendants of the nemerahl, are they not?

      Their connection is… complicated.

      It was an odd description, especially as Jakob had long believed that the nemerahl and the merahl were tightly related, but if they were not, maybe there was more for him to know.

      I will be going to find the historian, and he is with the Antrilii.

      He is.

      Before I go, I want to walk the fibers one more time and see if I can understand more about Raime.

      You will need to walk the fibers many times, damahne.

      You’ve seen this?

      It is the only way you will prevent the darkness.

      Jakob sighed and took a seat. First, he would rest. Then he would walk the fibers again.
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      The wind of the northern mountains gusted around Isandra, sending her hair fluttering around her. She stood with her hands clasped behind her back, her merahl companion at her side, and Jassan standing on the other. It felt as if she had returned far sooner than she had intended, but what choice did they have? She was increasingly concerned about what role she might have with the groeliin, knowing only that she needed to return.

      “I thought that we would spend longer in the south,” Jassan said.

      “I thought so, as well.”

      A part of her felt a pull back toward Vasha, but she had been long enough away from her home city that it no longer felt quite as compelling for her to return. How could she, when she now had Jassan? She was more Antrilii than Magi, something that seemed impossible for her to believe.

      “What do you expect to encounter here?” Jassan asked, turning to her. “It has to be more than whatever it was Endric told you.”

      She shook her head, unable to answer. More, indeed, but what was it? She had proven that the groeliin could be something other than the dark and dangerous creatures that the Antrilii had hunted for centuries. But what would be done with that information? Was that now her purpose? Endric hadn’t been clear about what he wanted from her, but then, she wasn’t certain that she would do exactly what he wanted, anyway. Endric had his own motives, and she had to be careful with him, knowing that the general often had something else in mind beyond what he shared. He planned and strategized in a way that she still struggled to fathom. The more she learned about him, the more he impressed her.

      “I think Endric wanted us to return to Vasha so he could show me the caverns beneath the city.”

      “That’s quite the journey for such a small reveal.”

      “But it wasn’t a small reveal,” she said. He had shown her that there was much more to Vasha than she had ever known. It was much like learning there was more to the Magi than she had ever known.

      “And your sister?”

      Isandra sighed. She had left Karrin in Vasha, and wondered whether she would ever see her again. Karrin had not agreed with Isandra, and had not agreed with what she had chosen, but that no longer mattered to her quite the way it once did. Karrin had kept something of an open mind, but she had done so almost reluctantly. She had sided with Alriyn, but even that had come out of her affection for the Eldest and not so much for her beliefs.

      “My sister will need more time,” she said.

      For years, Karrin had been the only person Isandra had. Losing her sister was painful, but having Jassan—and her merahl companion—softened that a little.

      “Do you intend for us to go back to Farsea?”

      “You know what I saw as much as I do.”

      Jassan nodded.

      It was difficult for her to believe that she had experienced a vision, but what else could it have been? There had been a flash, and a face—one that she had never seen before, but one that was unmistakably a god. She felt compelled to follow that, and to see why he might have summoned her back to the Antrilii lands.

      They had been back for a short time and had not encountered any groeliin. That should please her, but instead, it troubled her. Had the Antrilii not done as she had asked? Had they decided to continue their attacks on the groeliin?

      Convincing the Antrilii to stop hunting the groeliin—in essence turning away from the purpose they served on behalf of the gods—would be difficult. It would require that she somehow find a way to prevent the groeliin from attacking, but even if she did, could they be helped? She still wasn’t certain if the mature groeliin could be helped or if only the newborns’ behavior could be changed. If it was only the newborns, she would be able to assist far fewer than she wanted.

      “Why do you think you saw teralin in your vision?” Jassan asked.

      Isandra sighed, taking a step up the mountain, pausing to look down into the valley far below her. She remembered the first time she had come to the mountains, and how she’d felt as she followed Jassan and the other Antrilii through them. They were quite beautiful, the spread of greenery growing along the slopes now growing sparse the farther north they traveled, but there was something about that which appealed to her.

      Back when the Antrilii had found her, wounded and wandering alone, she had been weakened, the branding on her ankle drawing away her manehlin, leaving her empty. Now… since being healed by the Antrilii, she had an ability and a connection to her power that she never had before. Despite the branding—which was still visible—she had regained her connection to her Mageborn gifts.

      “Teralin is important,” she said, turning back toward the mountain. “We saw that in the way the groeliin were bred.”

      Teralin had been part of her vision. She still didn’t understand quite what that meant, or what she was intended to do based on what she saw.

      The merahl sniffed, and let out a soft howl.

      Groeliin.

      They were nearby, and from the way the merahl’s ears twitched, it meant there were many.

      “If they’re here, we need to be prepared to attack,” Jassan said.

      Isandra nodded slowly. “I understand.”

      “I know that you want to help them.”

      “I want to help those that can be helped, I’m not certain that all can.”

      The merahl bounded off, leaving her and Jassan alone.

      How many groeliin could they handle on their own? She had faced a dozen, and knew that Jassan had faced quite a few, as well, but what if an entire brood came after them? Would they be able to withstand an attack like that?

      The merahl could help, but the merahl would have to be present—and willing—to help.

      Jassan unsheathed his sword, and Isandra followed him, hating that it would come to this. What choice did they have?

      The merahl howled again, this time, a call for alertness. Isandra understood the creature much better now than she ever had before, and recognized the intensity in the cry. The merahl expressed no fear, but there was concern for her safety, and the merahl warned her not to approach too aggressively.

      Jassan held his hand up.

      “I heard it,” she said.

      He smiled, somewhat ruefully. “I forget that you speak so well to her.”

      “I’ve always been able to speak to the merahl. It’s only now that they can speak to me.”

      “Is that different?” he asked.

      “It’s quite a bit different.”

      “You need to be careful, regardless. There was a note in her voice that—”

      Isandra nodded. “There was a note that warned me to be careful crossing the mountain, but if we approach slowly, I think we will be able to move through unharmed.”

      She guided him along the mountain pass, and Jassan watched, saying nothing. He was a strong Antrilii warrior and had been accustomed to leading, but Isandra was a Mage Elder, also accustomed to leading. In this, he allowed her to take the lead and said nothing. She suspected that were she one of his Antrilii warriors, his response would have been drastically different.

      As they circled around the mountain, the merahl continued to let out a soft cry. As far as she knew, the groeliin could not hear it, which made it easier for her to move safely and avoid the possibility of attack. The merahl guided them, the cry a warning about where the groeliin might be found.

      They crested a rise, and there came a dark smear of energy toward them.

      Jassan jerked her back, and Isandra stumbled away from the groeliin she hadn’t seen coming. A blackened sword blade swung toward where her head had been and struck the rock near it.

      Isandra leaped to her feet, darting forward. These groeliin—those that fought with swords—were dangerous for the merahl. These were the kind she felt no guilt in attacking and destroying.

      As she attacked, she realized there was another groeliin much like this one. It popped up behind Jassan.

      “Jassan!”

      He spun, barely in time, the sword of the groeliin missing him.

      She didn’t have a chance to see what happened next. She was forced into battle with the groeliin.

      With these creatures, often a single swordmaster groeliin led several others, and this was no different. She steadied her breathing and fell into the patterns Jassan had taught her. She had studied with Endric during their journey to Vasha and had also learned some from him, but most of her skill came from her regular sparring with her husband.

      There was a certain peace in letting herself fall into the patterns, a comforting sense as she fell into the familiar catahs, and found herself deflecting blow after blow from the groeliin.

      The creature was skilled, much like many of the groeliin she had faced. Each time she confronted sword-wielding groeliin, she realized they were quickly increasing their skill. Thankfully, she was, too, otherwise, she would have been defeated. As it was, she managed to keep on her feet, something that was difficult with the unsteady footing on the mountain ridge.

      Isandra spun, dropping lower to get leverage against the groeliin, and sliced through the creature’s arm.

      Rather than slowing it, it simply shifted its weapon into its other hand and continued the attack.

      She was forced backward, away from Jassan, separated from the merahl.

      The attack placed her in a dangerous position. She needed to counter the groeliin, but now the creature had the vantage, and with its longer reach, all Isandra could do was deflect the sword blade. She couldn’t strike the groeliin’s flesh.

      But if she could fend it off long enough, the blood loss from the missing limb should slow it, but would it be in time?

      The merahl howled somewhere nearby.

      A warning.

      She’d forgotten about the other groeliin.

      Isandra slipped to the side, ducking beneath the black teralin blade, and spun around, noting a trio of smaller groeliin. They attacked with claws, fighting with a ferocity that nearly caught her off guard.

      She slipped.

      Isandra dropped her hand down, catching herself.

      Pain surged through her arm with the fall.

      Had she broken it?

      Her mind slipped for a moment, losing the focus that was needed for her to maintain her forms.

      She scrambled back, biting back the pain that ripped through her from the injury to her arm. Thankfully, it wasn’t her sword arm; otherwise, she would have been in even more trouble.

      One of the groeliin approached, and Isandra lunged at it, sweeping her sword toward the creature’s legs, and was rewarded with a satisfying crunch as the sword connected.

      There was a painful hissing sound, and the groeliin fell, attempting to strike at her with its long claws as it did.

      Isandra shuffled off to the side, trying to get away, and felt something rip through the flesh of her leg.

      She swung her sword and connected, noting another hissing sound as she did.

      Something pierced her stomach, and she screamed.

      The pain that burned through her was unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. It was hot, and angry, and there was an emptiness that came with it.

      The groeliin had stabbed her with that sword.

      Had she returned to the Antrilii lands only to die?

      She had thought she would be able to help counter the groeliin threat and find a different way to slow it, but instead, would she succumb to her injuries?

      “Jassan—”

      Isandra couldn’t finish. She wanted him to know that she was thinking of him in her final moments, but her voice barely came out with a croak.

      The merahl growled nearby, but Isandra didn’t want her companion to get injured. If the merahl attacked, would she be injured by the groeliin and its sword?

      “No.” Her words were little more than a croak, and she tried again. “No.”

      She needed the merahl to stay where it was, not to risk coming closer.

      Pain in her wrist and in her stomach continued throbbing, leaving her with an inability to comprehend anything around her. Flashes of light streaked past her vision, coming at the corners of her eyes, and she blinked away tears.

      She tried moving her good arm, wanting to connect, to prevent the groeliin from ending her without much of a fight, but there was no strength in it. Any attempt to move her arm and to attack caused pain to streak through her.

      Isandra rested her head back and closed her eyes.

      Something punctured her side again, and she didn’t have the strength to scream.

      Blackness consumed her.
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      Pain greeted Isandra when she awoke.

      She should not be alive. She had broken her arm, and one of the groeliin had sliced through the flesh of her thigh with its sword—a blackened teralin sword.

      She should not live.

      Everything hurt. It was not a single pain, no one place that hurt more than another, but her entire body throbbed, pulsing with the agony of what had happened to her. Her wrist thrummed with that pain, and she could feel a searing sort of pain in her stomach where she’d been stabbed. Other places hurt as well, including her thigh, but that was a dull ache.

      How was she alive?

      The better question was, where was she?

      Had the groeliin dragged her away?

      No. The groeliin didn’t take prisoners—other than the Mindless Men, and they were not aware of themselves once they were captured.

      Could Jassan have gotten her to safety?

      She wouldn’t put it past him, as he was incredibly skilled, and likely would have been able to defeat the groeliin that she had failed to stop.

      How would he have managed to get her anywhere for healing? They still had several days before they reached the edge of the mountains, days before they would arrive in Farsea. Could they have made it time? Surely not, so where were they?

      She tried opening her eyes and saw only darkness around her.

      That wasn’t true. The pain seemed to cause flashes of light, and she struggled to see beyond it.

      “You need to rest,” a voice said.

      It wasn’t Jassan, but it was a soothing male voice, and it was one she didn’t recognize.

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the House of Yahinv.”

      Isandra allowed herself a moment to sigh. If she had reached the Yahinv, that meant that she had made it to Farsea. How had she traveled this far? More importantly, why was there some strange man in the House of Yahinv?

      “Who are you?”

      “You know me, Isandra Indrian.”

      Did she? She didn’t recognize the voice, but it was possible that she had met this person before when she had been in the city. “Where’s Jassan?”

      “The Antrilii who won’t leave your side?”

      She sighed. At least Jassan had made it out of the mountains alive, but by that comment, she realized that the person with her was not Antrilii.

      She blinked her eyes again, trying to peer through the darkness, wanting to see who she was with. Moments passed, but eventually, her eyes began to clear, and she was able to make out shapes. It was little more than that, but it was enough for her to recognize the historian.

      “Novan,” she said.

      He smiled. “You recognize me. I thought that you might.”

      “How could I not? Last time I saw you—”

      Novan nodded. “The last time was in Vasha. I had not expected to find you this far in the north, but then from what I hear, you have become something of a groeliin scholar.”

      “I don’t know that I could be called a scholar, but I have learned that there is more to the groeliin than even the Antrilii were aware of.”

      “Interesting. The Antrilii have faced the groeliin for a thousand years, and it’s taken a Mage and the historian to come to their lands and reveal secrets of the creatures.”

      She tried to sit up, but her body didn’t respond. Instead, she turned her head toward Novan, trying to focus on his face. Doing so was difficult. It was difficult for her to push past the pain throbbing through her, and it was difficult for her to keep her eyes focused, even though she wanted to.

      “What secrets have you discovered?”

      Novan chuckled. She noticed that he held a long staff, and had it tipped toward her. More than that, there was a sense of power emanating from his staff. There was something about the staff that pulled at her, as if she should either recognize it, or she had seen it before.

      Isandra blinked. Teralin. Novan used teralin much like the Antrilii—and the Magi.

      “There are many secrets that we need to uncover. I thought that I would be searching alone, but having a groeliin scholar…”

      “I’m no groeliin scholar,” Isandra said again.

      Little was known about the historian, other than the fact that he had been to Vasha before, and had been there during the attack on the city. The attack that Endric had made a point of explaining to her, as if it had set off events that triggered much more.

      “Perhaps not intentionally, but each of us has taken a different path,” Novan said.

      Isandra reached for her Mageborn abilities, pulling on the manehlin, letting it give her strength. That was a new trick that she had discovered since she’d been restored. Before her recovery, she had never been able to use her manehlin to heal her, but now… now she thought that the manehlin was responsible for the fact that she wasn’t suffering nearly as much as what she would’ve expected, considering the nature of her injuries.

      “What path have you taken?” she asked.

      “Mine is a path of scholarship.”

      “How is that any different from what your path had been before?”

      “Before, I had been the one responsible for determining the direction of my journey.”

      “Now who determines it for you?”

      “Someone who had once been my apprentice.”

      Isandra closed her eyes. It was the boy. The god—or whatever he was.

      “He sent you here?”

      “He brought me here.”

      If Novan was here, and if this young man who had been Novan’s apprentice was responsible, it meant the groeliin were close to destruction. She had heard the rumors about the attack on the groeliin, and the way that this Jakob had destroyed hundreds upon hundreds of these creatures. She had heard the rumors about the way the earth had split open, swallowing the groeliin. For her to find a way to help them—and possibly save as many of the groeliin as possible—she would need to figure out what Novan’s plan was. What was his purpose here?

      “Is he hunting groeliin?”

      “He hunts someone else. I don’t know how much he cares about the groeliin, but I know that he intends to destroy the man responsible for how they were drawn into this war.”

      “Jostephon was responsible for it.”

      Novan tapped his staff on the ground. Power surged from it.

      Not power—manehlin.

      “Are you Antrilii?”

      Novan stared at her for a moment before beginning to grin. “I am not Antrilii. I think if you asked that question in front of any of the Yahinv, you would find yourself exiled from this city.”

      “They can’t exile me,” Isandra said.

      “They can exile any outsider. And they have.”

      “I’m not an outsider.”

      “They invited you into one of the clan?” Novan tapped his staff on the ground again, and power surged away from it once more. This time, the entire length of the staff seemed to flicker with a soft, glowing white light. “I suppose that given your connection to the groeliin, and what you managed to accomplish, you might have been granted entry into one of the tribes. Such a thing is not typical, but it would make sense.”

      Isandra coughed. “I was not invited into a clan.”

      Novan paused and studied her for a moment, then his gaze shifted to a place beyond her. A smile started to spread across his face. “Even more impressive.”

      “What is that?”

      “Convincing one of the Antrilii to wed an outsider.”

      “Why is that even more impressive?”

      Novan laughed again and took a seat next to her. “The Antrilii are secretive. They do so out of necessity and keep to themselves. Outsiders are viewed with skepticism, especially those such as yourself.”

      “A woman or a Mage?”

      Novan laughed. “Yes.”

      “I had traveled with Jassan for a long time before…”

      Novan patted her hand. As he did, there was a washing of warmth through her, and she wondered if he transferred manehlin to her intentionally or whether it was accidental. If it was intentional, his control was much greater than what she would’ve expected from him.

      “I don’t doubt that. You are not the Mage I would have expected to have breached the Antrilii resistance to outsiders.”

      “I was powerless when I came here. I had no choice.”

      Novan’s brow furrowed. “The Deshmahne stole from you. I had not realized that. With your abilities…” He shook his head, as if catching himself. “How were you healed?”

      “The Yahinv attempted a healing, but they only managed to stop the flow of my abilities. I think it kept me alive.”

      “But you have your full control over your ahmaean.”

      “Ahmaean?”

      Novan waved a hand. “Manehlin. Whatever you prefer to call it.”

      Isandra licked her lips. They were dry and tasted sticky, and she wondered how much blood had been caked on her face. “I was able to open myself back up to my Mage abilities.”

      “Do you know how?”

      “I don’t know. I was under attack, and I was trying to help the merahl as well as the groeliin, and…” She hadn’t given much thought to how she had recovered, only to the fact that she had managed to do so. “You’re avoiding my question.”

      “Which is?”

      “If you’re not Antrilii, and I don’t believe that you are Magi, what are you? How is it that you have the control that you have over your manehlin?”

      Novan smiled. “Not all need to have the same connection, do they?”

      “Is that how you caused trouble all these years?”

      “I would rather like to think that I have helped avoid trouble all these years,” Novan said.

      “For a historian, you’ve involved yourself much more than most observers.”

      “The Historian Guild often involve themselves much more in the workings of the world than most would prefer. I have only been the most recent.”

      “I’ve met other historians, Novan. I know that not all of them are quite like you.”

      Novan watched her for a moment, before chuckling. “No. I suppose they are not. In that, I suppose many are thankful, as well.”

      Isandra waited for him to share more, but he didn’t. She found herself smiling. She hadn’t known Novan well but had heard enough stories about him, even more since coming to Farsea, to know that he was not anything like what she had expected.

      “So you simply have the ability of the gods. Is that it?”

      “It’s always more than something so simple, isn’t it?”

      Isandra considered him a moment before coughing again. It caused pain to work through her stomach, and she winced. Everything went black for a moment, and she blinked, trying to clear the pain from her eyes.

      Novan touched her arms and ran his hands over her stomach.

      Isandra winced as Novan’s hands touched her, and she felt a gentle connection, one that was soothing and reminded her of the healings that took place while she was in Vasha. Could Novan be so skilled that he was able to use the same healing technique that the Magi possessed? Would he be as skilled as what she had experienced from women of the House of Yahinv? Even their ability had surprised her.

      “I won’t hurt you.”

      Isandra took a deep breath. “I don’t think you would hurt me, historian. It’s just that everything hurts.”

      Novan considered her for a moment before nodding. “Tell me. What did you experience in the mountains.”

      “Jassan didn’t share?”

      “I think your Antrilii husband thinks I am too much of an outsider to share with.”

      She wanted to chuckle, but it would hurt too much for her to do so. “We were attacked by groeliin.”

      “One of these appears to be a sword injury.”

      She nodded. “The groeliin have taken to training with swords. There is always one who leads the others. That one is quite powerful, and he can use that connection to the others to guide them, and…” She licked her lips, trying to smear some of the stickiness away. “The groeliin using the sword must always be removed first.”

      “Why do you have to remove that one first?” Novan watched her, and he stood with an interested posture, leaning toward her. She could almost imagine him with a pen and paper in hand, taking notes.

      “If we don’t remove the threat of the swordmaster groeliin, then the merahl are in danger.”

      Novan nodded as if he completely understood. It was possible that he did. Isandra knew that Novan was part of this Conclave that Endric had spoken of. Novan would have knowledge that she does not, but wasn’t sure of how much he might know about the groeliin in general. It was unlikely that he would know nearly as much as the Antrilii, but Novan might know enough to help her.

      “I’ve proven that the groeliin can be saved,” she said.

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “It’s about teralin. When they breed the groeliin, they use destructively charged teralin, and that causes the creatures to turn.”

      Novan tapped his lips. “It’s an interesting phrase.”

      “What phrase?”

      “The way you describe the teralin. The Guild refers to it as positively charged and negatively charged teralin.”

      “I’ve heard it described that way, as well.”

      “The word destructive has a different connotation, one that I think might be fitting in ways that the term negatively charged would not be.” He looked up down her, his lips pressed tightly into a frown as he seemed to consider. “Do the Antrilii refer to positively charged teralin as constructive?”

      “Creative, I think. I’m not sure how else to describe it.”

      Novan tapped his lips once again. Isandra decided it must be his habit when deep in thought. “There has long been a belief that teralin is the source of creation, as if the Maker had placed it here to serve as something of a reflection of the power stemming from creation. I’m not certain that I believe that theory, but there is some credence to it.”

      “You believe in a being called the Maker and not the gods?”

      “The Maker is possibly no more real than the gods.”

      “But the gods are real. We have seen them.”

      “You have seen them, but they aren’t what you imagine the gods to be. They are beings of power, and are fallible, much like any other being is fallible.”

      “Such as your apprentice?”

      Novan tipped his head. “Such as he. Jakob has gained incredible skill, and he has become powerful, but he will make mistakes. That is no different from you or me. Experience will teach him lessons and will keep him from making too many mistakes, but it won’t prevent them altogether.”

      Isandra didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. She doubted that Jassan would, either. The Antrilii were incredibly devout and had long believed in their purpose as one given to them by the gods. What would happen if they suddenly were told that the purpose they believed in had been given to them by beings that were less than gods? Would it change something about them?

      It would have to. Then again, so much had changed for many other people, perhaps it was time the Antrilii changed. The Magi had changed, the first of them being Roelle and her band of warriors. Even those on the Council had begun to change, with Alriyn taking a larger role, and discovering that he could force his mind open. And Isandra—especially Isandra—had changed.

      “Why did you return, Isandra?” Novan asked. “I know that you had left these lands for Vasha. What brought you back? What did you hope to accomplish by returning to Farsea?”

      “I came back because I bear responsibility to the groeliin.”

      “More than the Antrilii?”

      “My responsibility is different from that which the Antrilii bear. Mine has more to do with what I have discovered about the groeliin and whatever way I have to help save them.”

      “You would save them?”

      “I would find a way to prevent the Antrilii and the groeliin from fighting. If it saves the groeliin, it certainly will save the Antrilii.”

      Novan watched her again, and she had the sense that there was a calculating nature to what he did. What was he seeing when he looked at her? What burned behind his eyes?

      “Your discovery of the connection of the groeliin to teralin is intriguing.”

      “The Antrilii knew that there was a connection there before,” she said.

      He arched a brow at her. “Did they?”

      Isandra shrugged. “Endric had been here sometime in the past, and Endric had told the Antrilii that the groeliin required teralin during their breeding.”

      “And you demonstrated that by using positively charged—or creative—teralin,” he said with a smile, “the groeliin would not be the same creature.”

      “But why is that intriguing?”

      “It’s intriguing because of the nature of teralin.”

      It was her turn to consider him for a moment. She watched him, waiting for some explanation, but Novan only tapped his mouth.

      “Historian?”

      “Did you know that teralin can change polarity?”

      “I’ve seen how it goes from the neutral form to the negative or the positive form.”

      He shook his head. “It’s more than that. Did you know that teralin can go from negative to positive, or the reverse?”

      She stared at him, trying to comprehend what he was telling her. If teralin could change polarity like that… “Are you saying that the groeliin could be changed?”

      Novan offered a hint of a smile. “While you’re right that we’ve known about the connection between the groeliin and teralin, we only knew about the connection to the negatively charged teralin. There had never been a belief that positively charged teralin could have a different effect on the groeliin. Some had theorized on it”—from the way he said it, Isandra suspected he had theorized it—“but none have ever proved it.”

      “And now that it has been proven?”

      “If they are dependent upon the teralin, it makes one wonder whether the other effects of teralin would be similar. And yes, it makes me wonder whether the polarity of the groeliin can be reversed.”

      Isandra struggled to sit, and the pain that had been working through her finally eased enough to allow her to look up and meet the historian’s eyes. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that we need to find a groeliin to test this on.”
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      Roelle paused at the rocky cliff overlooking the sea. From here, massive swells slammed into the shore far below her, sending a salty spray up to her nostrils. A few ships bobbed in the waves distantly, massive sails unfurled as they made their way toward Polle Pal. Beyond those ships stretched the enormity of the sea.

      “We’re expected to cross that by ship?” Selton asked.

      Roelle glanced over at her friend before her gaze darted behind him where his cousin Lendra stood casually scratching at her arm and the tattoo she now wore. Roelle had been surprised to learn that she, too, had accepted the marking. What effect would it have on her? She was a historian, but now she was something else. In that way, she had become more involved in the workings of the world, much like Novan.

      “We don’t always get to travel like the gods, Selton.”

      Selton’s brow furrowed. “I’m not going to complain about that. It was… strange traveling the way your friend has learned to travel.”

      She cocked a hint of a smile. “Strange but also convenient. Can you imagine how much easier our battle against the groeliin would have been had we been able to travel the same way that Jakob can travel?”

      “We would’ve missed something. We needed to travel by foot to know the extent of the groeliin presence.” Selton turned away from the shore and looked at her. “Think of Rondalin and what we would’ve missed there.”

      “I’m not sure that we gained anything in Rondalin.”

      “Are you so certain? You’re the one who showed me what could have been. We tried, and we thought we had gotten through to them.”

      “We wasted time. We might have saved more had we not spent that time trying to reach the Deshmahne.”

      “And had we not gone to Rondalin, we would never have known that the Deshmahne could be anything other than violent attackers.”

      Roelle looked over her shoulder at the line of Deshmahne behind her. They had become allies, but they were uneasy allies. The High Desh had sent his men along with her and had agreed to counter the groeliin threat together, but they still weren’t completely aligned. How could they be when they had spent so much time battling each other?

      “They are complicated, aren’t they?”

      Selton sniffed. “Everything is complicated. Things we thought were simple and obvious are not at all.”

      Had things been simple, they would have remained in Vasha, and they would have continued their Magi education, becoming fully fledged Magi, but they would have lost something in the process. Had they done that, had they spent time becoming Magi like those who had come before them, would the groeliin have been defeated? Would the High Priest of the Deshmahne have succeeded? Would they have gained an understanding of the Antrilii? The world was changing, and they had changed with it. They had no choice but to change.

      That complication was exactly what was needed.

      “You know, if you’re afraid of sailing, you can remain here,” she said.

      Selton glared at her and looked as if he wanted to punch her. “There’s not much that I’m afraid of—”

      “Other than getting beaten by me.”

      “I’ve not been beaten by you.”

      “Not until recently.” She had grown stronger, her energy having been restored by the Deshmahne, the poisoning of the negatively charged teralin no longer consuming her the way that it had. It had left her changed even more than she had been before. Roelle wasn’t entirely sure what to make of it, only that she felt drawn to both polarities of teralin.

      Had the Deshmahne anticipated that?

      “Not until recently,” Selton said. She shouldn’t tease him like that. She knew better than to do so, knowing that Selton worried about her and worried about what changes were taking place within her as a result of the Deshmahne healing, but he needn’t worry about her. “Does it hurt?”

      His gaze drifted to her arm that was covered by the silky clothes she wore. They were in the style of Paliis, the flowing and loose-fitting style that Roelle had taken to wearing over the last few weeks while training with the Deshmahne. With the heat of the city, the thin fabric was the only thing that allowed her to stay comfortable. Her Mage robes were far too heavy and warm.

      Roelle pulled up her sleeve and showed the marking. It had been a gift from the High Desh, his way of proving to her that the Deshmahne were not the evil that she had once believed. But then, by the time she had acquired it, she hadn’t believed they were evil.

      “It’s strange, but I don’t know that I could say that it hurts. Sometimes, it almost seems to move.” She stared at it, trying not to think too much about what it meant that she saw a haze of dark energy around it, too. It was the same as what swirled around the Deshmahne, and it reminded her far too much of the negatively charged teralin. She didn’t feel different, but then, would she?

      Selton considered her for a moment, staring at her before shaking his head and letting out a heavy sigh. “There are times when I wonder what the Council would think if we were to return. Would they welcome us back or would they say that we’ve changed too much to serve as Magi?” He nodded to her arm. “And now with that, I don’t think there’s any way you could return.” He looked up and met her gaze. “Does that bother you at all?”

      Roelle held her friend’s gaze. “I know that it should bother me, but the moment we left Vasha and went north after the Deshmahne, I don’t think we were ever destined to return to our previous studies. How could we be the same as the Magi who instructed us, especially as we began to learn more about what was taking place in the world? How could we return when we know there is so much more than what we were taught?” She took a deep breath and turned her attention back out to the sea. The ships had moved closer, and a few others began to become visible in the far distance. “The world is much larger—and stranger—than we were ever taught. As much as anything, that’s the reason that we can’t return to Vasha, at least not in the way that we once had.”

      “I know, it’s just that…”

      She nodded. “I understand what you’re going through. We’re all going through it.”

      Selton crossed his arms over his chest, and his fingers twirled in the fabric, twisting it together. “I don’t think you do. You accept this new world so much more easily than I can. Because of you, others have taken on the Deshmahne tattoos—”

      Roelle raised her hand, cutting him off. “They’re not Deshmahne when they are placed on us. You attribute too much to them. When they’re placed on our skin, they are little more than markers that add to our connection to the manehlin.”

      He cocked a disapproving eye at her. “They are much more than that, Roelle. There is something different, and they mean that we are something different—at least those who have agreed to take them on.”

      She could not disagree with that. Selton was one of only a few of the Magi warriors who had not yet taken on the tattoos, though most who had not weren’t opposed to it, they simply hadn’t found the right donor.

      That was the most surprising thing to Roelle. The Deshmahne took power—that much was true—but not in the way that she had believed. At least, these Deshmahne did not. The High Priest and those who had gone with him had acted differently, stealing power, but in Paliis and with the High Desh, it was freely given. There was something in the way that they used the teralin that augmented them. More than that, it gave those who were otherwise powerless a chance to understand and know manehlin.

      The more that she thought about it, the more that she had come to believe that was something to value. If others were able to reach an understanding with manehlin because they could access it, should they be stopped from doing so?

      “It was something we needed to do,” she said.

      “Are you sure? I think we could continue to serve the way that we need to without having altered ourselves.”

      “Altered? In a way, we were altered the moment we first took a life, Selton. That changed something about us, changed who we are, and everything that we have ever believed as Magi.”

      His face clouded, and Roelle knew that she wouldn’t get through to him, not in this way. Selton had begun to struggle with everything that happened to them. It had gotten worse when they had begun working with the Deshmahne of Paliis. It might’ve been easier for him to have remained in Vasha, so that he could have encouraged the Magi to participate in what was taking place, perhaps even returning to his role as an apprentice. He might have benefited from that sense of normalcy. It was something that she hated to consider, but for her friend’s sake, she wished that he could find the peace that he seemed to be missing.

      Selton turned away and looked out over the sea. His arms were crossed over his chest, and when he stood like this, he had a certain set to his jaw, and a hint of agitation within him. She had known him well enough—and long enough—that she recognized it.

      “You don’t have to come with us,” she said.

      “You intend to face the groeliin.”

      “I do.”

      “How can I leave that fight to you? Knowing what I do, having seen what I have, you know as well as I do that I can’t abandon that. It’s just that I…”

      “I understand. You don’t like the way everything has changed,” she said.

      He shook his head and turned to look over at her. “I don’t like how you have changed.”

      Roelle chose not to say anything. Whatever she might say to him would only upset him further. How could she tell him that she had changed because she had needed to? He hadn’t changed, and that might be more troubling to her than anything else. After everything they had seen and experienced, she expected Selton to have reacted differently. How could he not?

      “Whatever help you’re able to offer, I will take.”

      And as they neared Vasha, heading toward the Antrilii lands, she might have to convince him to leave her.

      That bothered her much more than she would like to admit. Selton had been a steadying presence, and without him, she probably would have died, either on the way to Vasha when he had grudgingly agreed to take her to the Great Forest, or at least while fighting the Lashiin priests here in these lands.

      But she couldn’t continue to fear what Selton might do, and how he might react. She still had over thirty Magi warriors, most of them now marked with power, augmenting their natural abilities, and they couldn’t risk Selton attempting to undermine them.

      Roelle clenched her jaw. She recognized the nature of those thoughts. That was the influence of the tattoo. She had to be careful. There was the potential for it to overpower her, which was what the High Desh had warned her about.

      “I will help,” Selton said. “You know that I will.”

      She watched him, wishing that she did.

      If nothing else, she was thankful for the help that he had been able to offer, even if she knew that it wouldn’t last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jakob gripped the arms of the teralin chair, holding tightly to them. They were warm, though not unpleasantly so, much the way teralin was often warm. He drew strength from the teralin and from the Tower, filling himself with an augmentation to his ahmaean.

      How many times would he be able to step back and follow Raime? How many times would he be able to do so without exposing his presence? How long would he last before he was too weak to travel like this anymore?

      Before he went to Novan, he wanted to know whether Raime had revealed the historian code. If he could find that out, there might be some benefit to his going back. And he wanted to search other niduses of Raime’s to see if he could find the one that was important enough to him to reveal who he served.

      The nemerahl warned that there would be many niduses along Raime’s strand, but they would be old. They had to be. Raime had served on the Conclave once, so Jakob thought he could use the last place he had visited to search forward. That would leave fewer significant events for him to chase.

      Jakob identified the nidus that he had visited before. He had never gone back to the same time and wondered whether it would be exactly the same, or if time there would have passed in his absence.

      He identified a nidus close to that one, but far enough apart that something else significant had to have happened.

      Jakob pulled upon his connection to the ahmaean, drawing it to him. As he did, he surged into Raime’s strand, joining with him, and retreating to a small corner in the back of his mind.

      When he opened his eyes, Jakob was inside a darkened building. Three men leaned forward, their heads touching the ground, a towel rolled beneath them.

      Prayer.

      Raime stared, shocked.

      One of the men was Benham, and he stretched out, his forehead pressed to the ground, words mumbled unintelligibly.

      These men were responsible for destroying the city. How was it that they were engaged in prayer?

      Had he misread them?

      He had thought them a part of the Unbelievers and thought that to be the reason they were willing to destroy so much of the city—as well as the temple. If they weren’t, why would they extol such violence?

      Raime moved to the corner of the room, watching. The men continued to pray, and one of the voices rose higher than the others and called out with a passion that Raime heard only from priests. Could it be that these men were not Unbelievers at all but devout?

      But they had killed others who were Believers.

      He shook away the thought and stepped out of the building.

      Jakob was unsure why there was a nidus at this moment in Raime’s strand. He saw nothing of importance happen, so when Raime left the building, Jakob withdrew back to the fibers to search for the next nidus.

      When he appeared at the next nidus, he looked around, staring out through Raime’s eyes. Everything around him was still. The street was quiet. The air held a stink of ash, and there was a coppery scent—that of blood. He had smelled it too often of late.

      Raime’s hands burned from where he had been working with the powders that Benham had been teaching him to use. That was the price of Raime’s cooperation. He had begun to learn the secret to building explosives, and if he could document the powders they use, he might be able to find a way to counter them. So far, all he had learned was how to use them to destroy. He had not learned anything about these powders that would help him discover a way to stop them.

      His ears rang from the most recent explosion. He had been far too close this time. So had the others. They had lost one of the Unbelievers to the explosion, his arm blown off by the force of the explosion.

      He glanced up at the sky and wished for a glimpse of the sun. It had been days since the sky had cleared enough for him to see it. Even rain would be welcomed. So far, all he saw was the remnants of the explosions, that of dust suspended in the air, smoke that seemed to linger, and the horrible stink that came with each explosion.

      Raime tried not to think about what that stench meant, but he knew.

      Had he given up too much?

      He tried not to think about that, knowing that the Guild would want to know the secrets he had discovered. Would it matter if he pretended to demonstrate the code?

      Within Raime’s mind, Jakob stirred.

      Raime hadn’t revealed the code. That much was reassuring.

      Would he be able to pretend for much longer? It seemed that Raime was trying to remain faithful to the Guild, a devotion to something that surprised Jakob.

      He retreated to the back of Raime’s mind once more, resisting the urge to assert himself.

      Somehow, Raime had to reach the edge of the city before they were captured. He was determined to leave a copy of his journal somewhere and hadn’t found a good place to hide it. If he did, the Guild could find it, and they could read his observations.

      But where could he leave it where it wouldn’t be destroyed?

      He had to leave some record. If something happened to him, and if these Unbelievers decided to destroy him as well as everything he possessed, there needed to be some record of what he’d gone through.

      “Keep moving,” Benham said.

      He must’ve yelled it for Raime to have heard. Everything was muted from the last explosion. Raime’s head throbbed, and he feared that he’d been injured more than he realized. Too often, it was easy for the explosions to leave him like this. There had been another where he’d felt his head nearly blown off by the force of the explosion, and he’d been quite a bit farther away than he had with this one.

      “How much longer do you intend for us to go?” Raime asked.

      “As long as we need to. The city is gone. The last one—”

      Raime nodded. The last one had taken out the temple.

      That had pained him as much as anything. Even though he was a historian, and had been trained to observe with impartiality, losing the temple had been difficult for him. There was a comforting sense to the temples, and he still believed in the power and authority of the gods, unlike the Unbelievers.

      They hadn’t shown him anything that would convince him otherwise. How much longer would he be able to keep up this farce? For the sake of his documentation, it would have to be maintained. They couldn’t find out that Raime still sided with the believers.

      “Keep moving,” Benham said again.

      Raime hadn’t realized that he’d stopped until Benham had urged him forward once more. He staggered forward, trying to hurry along the street, but there were plenty of places where he had to weave around fallen buildings, and some deep divots within the ground, places where the explosives had been set.

      He couldn’t help but be impressed by the brutality of the explosives. How could the other side win when the Unbelievers had such knowledge?

      For that matter, how could they have acquired such knowledge? It was dangerous—and it seemed as if there was something they still hadn’t shared with Raime. Explosions he had managed to accomplish had been controlled, and much smaller than the massive ones that leveled much of the city.

      They passed by the remains of the temple. This close to it, Raime paused, looking at the fallen stone. His jaw clenched, and he tried to keep his breathing regular, wanting to prevent himself from revealing how upset the sight of the fallen temple made him, but he wasn’t entirely certain that he succeeded.

      “Do you feel it?” Benham asked.

      “Feel what?”

      “The energy in the air. That’s the power of the explosions. The Believers claim they can reach the gods, but what’s godlier than what we’ve demonstrated? How can they claim such a connection when they don’t access this kind of power?”

      “But they could,” Raime said. He turned to the other man, watching as he considered the temple. Benham looked at it eagerly, and Raime saw the satisfaction in his eyes at what had happened. How many priests had died inside the temple? How many more would die before the Unbelievers were satisfied with the amount of destruction they were able to inflict?

      “Could they? There’s more than knowledge required to achieve this. There is a level of intent. If they don’t have that intent, there’s nothing that would give it to them, nothing that would make them godlier.”

      Raime shifted the scarf that kept him from breathing in too much of the smoke and debris. It covered his nose, but he couldn’t always keep it in place as it was filled with filth. He needed a clean source of water, but there weren’t many of those within the city. When they left the city, that’s where he could find a stream, and could rinse the scarf, and for that matter, could bathe himself.

      “Where now?” he asked.

      “Now, we move on to the next place. And the next.”

      Already, they had traveled through three other cities. None was quite as large as Jarva, but all had been left in much the same fashion. Entire cities leveled, and people sent running from their homes, forced into hiding. Eventually, Raime suspected they would all end up in the same place, making their way to one of the few remaining safe zones, but that would require going to one of the massive cities, and from what he’d seen, often those cities weren’t always welcoming of refugees.

      They reached the edge of the city, and Raime lingered, looking back. He fidgeted with one of the copies of his journal in his pocket. Where would he hide it if the Unbelievers destroyed every city they went to? The need to preserve the record of what had taken place here took precedence over his own safety. As a historian, he couldn’t simply let the story die in his possession

      “It’s impressive, isn’t it?” Benham asked.

      “What’s impressive is your devotion to continue to destroy these cities,” Raime said.

      Benham smiled. “Is that what you think this is all about? You think it’s all about simply destroying the cities?”

      Raime glanced over to him. “If not, what is it about?”

      “After all this time, you still don’t understand that it’s about so much more. We have used strength in a show of force to punish those who don’t believe as they should.”

      “By destroying the places in which others worship?”

      Benham furrowed his brow, watching Raime with a deep intensity. “Have you decided to oppose us, then?”

      “I’m not opposing anything; I’m simply trying to understand. That’s the role of the historians. We seek understanding in places where it has not been before.”

      “I thought the role of the historians was to document.”

      Raime shrugged. “Observe, document, and try to share understanding from what we’ve learned.”

      “What have you learned so far?”

      “I’ve learned that there is danger in your approach. How many of your own have been lost because of what they’ve chosen to do?”

      “It’s a price they pay for their purpose. It’s a sacrifice we all make to ensure that those who falsely claim to know the power of the gods are punished for their mistakes.”

      Raime looked at the other man, suppressing his disgust. Could he really be arguing that it was devotion that motivated them to destroy like this?

      Not Unbelievers, not as so many thought. These people used the Unbelievers.

      But why?

      People in the city were scared, and they feared the attacks of the Unbelievers, thinking that they were responsible for the explosions, and it motivated them, coordinating them.

      How many of the Believers were like Benham and his men? How many were willing to destroy in order to achieve the outcome they thought was necessary to convince the rest of the world that the Unbelievers were at fault?

      Too many.

      Raime had kept records and had documented what he’d seen, but would it be enough? Would anyone else realize what he’d seen, and be able to piece together the truth?

      Somehow, there would have to be an end to this war, and it might require recognizing that there was more to it than most believed.

      “I’m willing to understand,” Raime said.

      Benham studied him. “I don’t think you are—not yet. But you will soon see that power and strength are another way of giving yourself over to the gods.”

      Jakob withdrew, receding to the back of Raime’s mind and then stepped back into the fibers again.

      What had he just witnessed?

      There was something in the words Benham spoke that reminded him of the Deshmahne, and were that the case, they had existed far longer than he had ever realized.

      At that time, Raime had been disturbed by these early Deshmahne and what he saw. Something had changed, but what was it?

      And he still hadn’t found the person Raime served.

      He had to look further along Raime’s strand to find the nidus that would help him understand.

      He searched and found another bundle of glowing light nearby, and stepped toward it. As he did, he took up the same position in Raime’s mind as he had before, deep in the recesses, not wanting to reveal himself. He looked out through his eyes.

      The city was destroyed.

      As Raime stood on the mountain ledge, looking down upon the ruins of the city, he couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by what he saw. The city had stood for hundreds of years. And now it was nothing more than rubble. How much more would be destroyed during this war? How much more would be lost?

      He glanced over to his companions. Benham was injured, his arm in a splint, and he’d lost the tips of two of his fingers during a particularly bad explosion that had gone awry. The others, Heyla and James, were both in better shape, but they were silent, having said nothing over the last few days.

      Had they not expected what had occurred?

      Raime hadn’t been prepared for what had occurred. He certainly hadn’t expected to see the entire city destroyed in this way. He knew the explosives were powerful, but he had not expected them to have quite this effect.

      “We need to keep moving, or they’ll catch us,” Benham said.

      “I need to document what occurred,” Raime said. He tried to be as dispassionate as he could, but it was difficult to do that when he looked over the city. He had spent much time in Norahn over the years, enough that he hated seeing it fall in such a way. Having it lost like this… It pained him in ways that losing some of the other cities had not.

      Still, he was determined to maintain his position and continue to observe. Wasn’t that the reason that he had agreed to this task? Wasn’t that the reason he had sacrificed what he had?

      Raime had given up much in order to take this position. And so much had changed for him since he’d started out, he had willingly sacrificed far more than he had ever expected he would.

      “You and your documentation. Had you not paused as you had, I might still have my fingers.”

      Raime glanced over and frowned. “How many others are you going to blame for the loss of your fingers? You are the one who made the mistake with the combination of explosives.”

      Raime had learned much about explosives in the last few months and had discovered that there was a combination of powders—all naturally occurring—that allowed Benham and others like him to create the incredible explosions that had leveled Jarva and many of the other cities since then.

      “I forget how much you’ve seen,” Benham said.

      “I have not needed to travel with you that long to discover those secrets,” Raime said, turning his attention away from the other man and back toward the ruins of the city. Piles of debris were scattered, and he could practically see where the temple had once risen. There was an energy about it that lingered in the air far longer than any of the debris and dust from the explosion. It was a strange sensation, and it left a tingling across his skin.

      “If you think you can do better—”

      “It’s not a matter of doing better,” Raime said. “It’s a matter of being careful.”

      That was the key to what he’d seen. He had learned how to create these explosions and knew they could destroy much. At first, Raime had wanted to temper the effect of the powders, trying to avoid destroying too much, but then he had his eyes opened to the truth of what was happening in the war—and the very reason for the war. Everything had changed for him at that point. If he could manage to be even a little cautious, he was confident he could execute the explosions himself without fear of being injured.

      He still didn’t agree with what these men were doing, but he recognized the efficacy. By forcing those within the faith to believe that Unbelievers were willing to destroy much of the cities and to believe the attacks were focused on the temples, it mobilized the Believers.

      These men were responsible for the war.

      There was nothing Raime could do to stop it, but he could understand, he could leave records.

      Was there anything more that he could share? Was there anything that he could do to help? He no longer knew whether he could be helpful in ending the war, but that was not his role. His role was to observe and to document. They were lessons the Guild had instilled in him from the very beginning. He should not intervene, despite his desire to do so.

      Document only. And he had seen much that was worthy of documentation.

      In time, he would need to do more, but for now, keeping his records, and ensuring they survived—possibly outliving him—was all that he needed to do.

      “What would you propose,” Benham asked.

      What should he suggest? There was a part of him that wanted the war to be over, but another part recognized that in order for it to be over—and for there to be lasting peace—there had to be an understanding of the power of the gods. Could that occur if the Unbelievers were allowed to assume any sort of power? Raime didn’t see how. They would need to be stopped, which meant that he needed to take an active role, and somehow, he would need to help those he had come with.

      That troubled him, but perhaps it shouldn’t. “I would propose that we make our way toward Shoren Aimielen.”

      Benham cocked his head, studying him.

      “That’s a dangerous place for men like us.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s necessary.”

      Benham grinned widely. “Let’s go.”

      As he departed, Raime paused and hid one of his journals, marking the stone. It would be enough. It would have to be enough to ensure his observations survived.

      Jakob withdrew from Raime.

      Before stepping back into himself, he once more looked forward.

      The darkness—the emptiness along the fibers—remained.

      Was it closer?

      He was tired, so hopefully it was nothing more than his imagination, but what if they were running out of time to stop Raime?
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      When Jakob opened his eyes, returning to himself, sweat dripped down his brow. His hands clutched the hilt of his sword, and he sat rigidly in the teralin chair. The air in the room was stale, and his mouth was dry and sticky.

      How long had he been gone?

      It was often difficult for him to determine, but this time, he had searched through several niduses, trying to gain an understanding of Raime. All he had seen was that Raime was devoted to the gods and that he had once thought himself a devoted historian. Something had changed for him, but was it related to what he had experienced or was it something else?

      It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Jakob took a deep breath, letting it out in a sigh. He looked around, wondering if the nemerahl had remained with him. She had been sitting next to him when he’d taken his place in the chair, but he doubted that she would have remained while he was gone.

      She was not there.

      Jakob struggled with what to do. So far, he had seen Raime in a different light. He was not the person that he knew in this time, though Jakob was not surprised by that. How could Raime have been evil his entire life? He had been a part of the Conclave, which meant that he would have once had a different connection to the damahne, as well as to the desire for peace.

      Even that surprised him. During the last look along the fibers, he had seen a shifting of Raime’s mindset. Raime had demonstrated a willingness to side with those who were more interested in destruction. Could this be close to the time he had begun serving another? Had Jakob witnessed the moment when Raime was beginning to shift toward the Deshmahne? But this war would have taken place long ago.

      What war was it?

      So far, Jakob hadn’t seen anything that would describe what war it was, but he had a recollection of cities that were destroyed. He could use that knowledge, and he could possibly go to Novan to see what the historian might know about the war, and which one it might have been.

      He would need more information, and now that he had some sense of what Raime had done, and the fact that he left copies of his journals scattered throughout the world, Jakob wondered if he would be able to use that, and if he could find those journals. If he could, he might gain a different insight about Raime that was even more than what he gained from stepping back within his mind and watching through his eyes.

      Jakob shifted, making his way to the main hall within the Tower.

      The library was quiet today. There were a few of the damahne sitting, flipping through pages in books. Few had spoken the ancient language before Jakob had awoken them, but some had more than a passing familiarity that came from their connection to the madness, and from what they had seen during it. Those visions had proven somewhat valuable and had given them insight that they otherwise would not have had.

      Malaya looked up when Jakob appeared. She smiled and stood to join him. “You seem more at ease than you were the last time I saw you.”

      “I don’t know that I’m so much at ease as I have begun to understand what I need to do.”

      “I thought you always knew what you needed to do. Didn’t it have to do with finding the High Priest and stopping him?”

      “It did. I’ve been walking back along the fibers trying to understand him better.”

      “By understanding him, do you think that you will be able to stop him?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve learned that he’s not the man that I thought he was. And knowing that might make it harder to stop him.”

      “How so?”

      “Because he was a historian.”

      She frowned.

      “When I was in Chrysia, I was apprenticed to a historian. He was the one who first took me from Chrysia, and helped me understand that there was much more to the world than what I knew. He was the one who set me on the path that I am now on. Without him…”

      “I recognize the connection you shared with him. I remember feeling a hint of it when you and I were connected.”

      Jakob nodded. Novan was more than a friend to him. It was a strange bond they shared, and it had changed in the days since Jakob had discovered the depth of his abilities, but Novan had been nothing but happy for him. Perhaps that happiness was more about what Jakob might be, and the fact that he would be of some benefit to the Conclave, but Novan had never made it seem that way.

      “You intend to go to him?”

      “He’s with the Antrilii trying to understand the groeliin.”

      “Those creatures…”

      “Most of them are not quite like what you encountered,” Jakob said.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. “I dream of them.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She opened her eyes and shook her head. “It’s not like that. I don’t dream of the creatures that we faced. I dream of others, those that are smaller, and they seem as if they almost are calling to me. I don’t understand it, and I suspect it has more to do with the residual madness than anything else, but…” She shrugged.

      He wondered why she might be dreaming of the groeliin. What was there that would cause them to have that connection? Was it about the madness, or was there something else?

      It was another reason for him to go to the Antrilii, to see what was taking place in the north. He needed to understand, and he needed to see what it was that Novan might have learned. The time to do so was long overdue.

      “What happens if we encounter others like that?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob tapped his sword. “We won’t be completely helpless. If we do, I’ll be there, and I have much more experience fighting.”

      “I can help.”

      Jakob hesitated. The damahne had never been fighters, but maybe that was part of the problem. They had avoided confrontation and had allowed not only the groeliin to evolve into the horrible and violent creatures that they had become rather than intervening and saving them when they could have, but they had allowed Raime to gain the power that he had gained. Had they intervened sooner, would they have been able to stop him?

      “Then I should train you.”

      “When?”

      When would there be time? That seemed to be what they had a shortage of. Not only with the coming darkness that he’d seen along the fibers, but because there seemed so much for him to complete.

      But if he didn’t have help, he would surely lose.

      “Why not now?”

      “I thought you wanted to find this historian.”

      “I do, but there is value in working with you and helping you realize what you might be capable of doing. I don’t know what we might encounter, and if my brother gets involved, he is a skilled fighter—at least he used to be. If he has a portion of that ability remaining, then all of you will need to be able to fight.”

      He should have been working with them all along, but instead, he had been focused on other things. They needed to be completed, but he also needed to take time to continue working with the damahne so that they understood the nature of their abilities—all of their abilities. That involved more than simply using their ahmaean. There were physical abilities, much like the Magi possessed, though Jakob—and others like him—would have stronger physical abilities, and those would allow them to engage much more than someone without them.

      Malaya nodded. “Where do we go?”

      “I have a place in mind.”

      He took her hand and shifted, pausing briefly in an upper level of the Tower to grab another teralin sword, and then shifted again.

      When they appeared, they stood in the heart of the Great Forest. Ahmaean swirled around them, and the stones had been left scattered, with no way other than using ahmaean to place them back into their positions. It was his way of preventing access by those who were not meant to have it.

      “Why here?” she asked.

      “This is another place of the damahne. It’s not nearly as protected as the Tower, but if you focus, you can feel the ahmaean swirling around you; you can recognize that there is much of our power here.”

      Malaya closed her eyes, and ahmaean pressed out from her. Her control improved each time she used it. She touched upon the trees, and the rocks, even stretching her ahmaean to the grasses. A smile began spreading across her face, and she drew upon the ahmaean, pulling it toward her, using it.

      “Not many damahne knew that they could pull upon the ahmaean around them,” Jakob said.

      “You knew it, so I think…”

      He nodded. How much of himself had he shared with her? He hadn’t intended to share too much, but by asserting himself, had he opened himself too fully to her? Would the same be true for Adam and for Paden? He had done the same with both of them, and both of them had gained an increased understanding of their ahmaean, but he hadn’t seen them display such control.

      He would need to work with them, but when would there be time?

      Perhaps he couldn’t go find Novan—not yet. He would need to help the damahne understand their abilities. He could take them with him and work with them along the journey, but it would only result in more questions and more conversations.

      There were other options, but they involved Jakob asserting control of the damahne once more, and involved him sharing more of himself. He didn’t enjoy opening himself up quite that way, but that was looking like the only way this would work.

      Jakob unsheathed his sword and stepped into a ready position. Malaya mimicked him. “How much of this do you recall from when I asserted control?”

      Her brow furrowed. “It’s difficult. The memories are there, but they’re faint, mixed with the madness. It seemed as if I could reach them, but I’m not entirely sure how.”

      Should Jakob assert himself now, and use that to help her?

      Maybe that would make no difference. She needed to learn, she needed the knowledge to be hers and not borrowed from Jakob.

      “I will teach you the way I was taught.”

      “Who taught you? It seems as if I should know, but I can’t quite remember.”

      “General Endric taught me.”

      Her eyes widened. He wasn’t certain whether she would recognize the name, but from her reaction, it seemed she did. “How were you able to train with the Denraen general? I didn’t think that you were a soldier originally.”

      Jakob shook his head. “I wasn’t a soldier.”

      “But he was willing to teach?”

      “Endric will teach all who are willing. I shouldn’t have forgotten that. And now, so will I.”

      “Endric was able to keep up with you?”

      Once, Jakob would have smiled at the question. “Endric hides a secret himself. He is descended from the Antrilii, who share abilities with the Magi. That gives him a different connection, and a different set of abilities.”

      Her eyes widened again. “It would explain why he was renowned for his swordsmanship.”

      Jakob nodded. “I will show you an attack, and then you need to repeat it. I will do this several times, and then you will be shown the defense.”

      Malaya nodded, and he could tell from the tension at the corners of her eyes that she was nervous, but there was a determined set to her jaw, too.

      Jakob led her through a basic catah, and she repeated it, demonstrating much more skill than she should have had she not had Jakob and his abilities within her memories.

      They progressed quickly, moving from catah to catah, advancing through them as he demonstrated first the pattern and then the defense. As he did, she gained an increasing confidence.

      Jakob enjoyed the sparring. Few provided him with enough of a challenge, and he enjoyed the fact that she was able to do so. Perhaps not so much now, but he was optimistic that she would develop and begin to challenge him.

      He lost himself as he sparred. His mind went blank as it had in those first few days when he was learning from Endric, but then he had been the student, now he was the teacher. There were still patterns that he could learn, and he was sure there was much that Endric could still teach him.

      After a while, she finally stepped back, retreating. Jakob lowered his sword, realizing that he had used a sharpened blade rather than a practice stave.

      What would have happened had he slipped? What would have happened had Malaya managed to get through his defense, and managed to cut him?

      It was unlikely, but he needed to be more careful. He could dull the blade using his ahmaean, and perhaps he should have done that. That might have been better than using a practice stave anyway.

      “What is it?” Malaya asked.

      “I just realized that I could have killed you.”

      “Thanks. I thought that I was doing reasonably well.”

      Jakob laughed. He wiped his arm across his forehead, smearing the sweat that had accumulated. “You did quite well—much better than I did the first time I used the sword. But normally when we practice, we do so with practice staves. We don’t often use sharpened blades.”

      Malaya looked down to her sword, and her eyes went wide. “What would have happened had you…”

      “I think that I have enough control that it shouldn’t have happened, but next time, I’ll make certain that we wrap our swords in ahmaean to blunt the blade. That is, if you want to have another sparring session.”

      She nodded. “I would like that. I need to know how to protect myself.”

      Jakob sheathed his sword and took a deep breath. “You should know that the damahne of the past did not view themselves as soldiers. When I walk the fibers, I have the sense from one of the damahne that they don’t care for the fact that I have taken up the sword—or that I have used it to kill.”

      She took a deep breath and studied her sword for a moment before looking back up to Jakob. “Do you think those ancient damahne knew everything there was to know about their abilities?”

      It was an interesting question. Had Jakob been asked even a few months ago, he would have thought that they had known everything about their abilities, but he was beginning to understand that the damahne still were learning. There were things that they hadn’t known, and things that Jakob was just now discovering, many things that had made him better equipped to walk the fibers, and even step outside of the fibers, so that he could help these new damahne.

      Would Shoren have been able to help Malaya and rescue the others when they were captured by the powerful groeliin?

      It was possible that he would not.

      Jakob didn’t know why he was able to do these things, and whether it had something to do with him having been granted ahmaean from Alyta—the last of the damahne at the time—or whether it had to do with what Raime had done with the fibers. Raime had caused changes, and it was possible that those changes had forced Jakob to develop skills that he otherwise would not have had—or have needed.

      “They did not. They were powerful—they had to have been for others to believe them to be gods—but there were things about their abilities that even they had not yet discovered.”

      Malaya looked back down to her sword, studying it for another moment. “I think that I would like to continue learning from you. The groeliin will fight with swords, and if we encounter others like us who have been turned, I want to be able to defend myself using something other than my connection to ahmaean.”

      She touched on a concern for Jakob. There could be others like Scottan who had been turned by Raime before Jakob had a chance to get to them. If there were, how many would he have gathered? How many would use the abilities of the damahne against them?

      “If you’re interested, then I will teach.” There was another benefit, and he hoped that Malaya would agree. “You can use what you learn to help teach the others.”

      She studied him for a long moment before nodding.

      Jakob sighed. Could they learn enough—and quickly enough—to counter Raime and what he had planned?

      All he could think about was the sense of darkness he saw when he looked forward. It loomed in his mind. It lent a sense of urgency to finding who Raime worked with, but even when he found this other person, he would need help to stop them.

      What help did he have?

      There were the damahne, and he hoped they would find more, but they needed training. There were Magi, but would Roelle answer a summons? He suspected the Antrilii would, but they would be better served facing the groeliin. What of the daneamiin? Would they help?

      As much as they would prefer not to get involved, they might have to.

      He had allies, and now that Jakob had found other damahne, they should be able to succeed, but would they have time?
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      The familiar breeze brought comfort to Roelle. There was something about the smells coming off the Saeline plains that reminded her of Vasha. It had been a long time since she had been here, long enough that she had begun to wonder whether she would ever return. This had once been home—the only home she had ever known. Now, it was nothing more than a waypoint on her journey to the north.

      She glanced over at the campsite. Her Magi were all arranged in neat and orderly rows, lined up the way Endric had long ago taught them. The Deshmahne that journeyed with them had gradually begun to organize in the same way and had even begun to camp near them, though it had taken time. There had been a separation for the first few weeks of their travels, but it had gradually relaxed, though there was still a division between Magi and the Deshmahne. She wondered whether that would ever change. Perhaps considering everything both sides had gone through, it might not.

      The night was clear, and stars shone overhead. The bright light of the campfire dimmed the sky somewhat, though it couldn’t extinguish it completely. There was something reassuring about looking into the sky and seeing stars that her people had once believed represented the ascended gods. She smiled at the thought.

      “What makes you smile, Mage?”

      Roelle turned to see Safran watching her. He was short, but heavily tattooed, and served as a leader of the Deshmahne. She had not gotten to know him very well during the journey so far but recognized a cool confidence about him.

      “I’m just thinking about the stars,” she told Safran.

      “The stars represent the ascended gods, Mage. Surely the Urmahne beliefs are not so different.”

      “They are not so different,” she agreed. Safran didn’t know Jakob, so he couldn’t understand the amusement she felt. What would Jakob tell her if she asked about whether the gods had truly ascended as the Urmahne taught? Would he even know?

      “How long do you think we’ll need to travel before we start seeing these creatures?”

      “Another week, possibly more.”

      “And your Magi. They intend to take the journey all the way to the north?”

      She glanced over at Safran. “They do. What is it that you’re concerned about?”

      Safran surveyed the line of tents before looking back toward the Deshmahne. “I am all too aware of the way the Deshmahne have been treated in these lands. Your presence is what will keep us alive.”

      Roelle frowned. She hadn’t considered it that way before, but she supposed that was true. Without her and the other Magi warriors, it was possible that they might come across Denraen patrols, and might risk an attack on the Deshmahne.

      “You can’t say that it wasn’t warranted,” she said.

      Safran’s eyes twitched. He showed little expression and revealed little about himself. She knew that he was a high-ranking Deshmahne, but not much more than that.

      “The Highest brought us into war. We didn’t realize that was his intention.”

      “What did you think he intended when he came north?” It was a question she had not had answered by the High Desh in Paliis.

      “The Highest never revealed his plans entirely. We believed that his intent was conversion.”

      “How long has he been the Highest?”

      Safran tipped his head to the side. “As long as I can recall.”

      “Has there ever been a different leader for the Deshmahne?”

      “The temple in Paliis is led by the High Desh. The Highest resides over all temples. He provides guidance to all of the High Desh.”

      “And now?”

      “I do not know.”

      Roelle sat in silence for a moment, trying to contemplate what it meant that the Highest no longer would lead the Deshmahne. The High Desh led in Paliis, though how long would that last? How long until the Highest focused his attention on places like Paliis?

      “Why did you agree to come north with my people?” Roelle asked.

      “I wanted to see these creatures for myself.”

      Roelle looked over at the row of Deshmahne tents. There were nearly two hundred Deshmahne, and from what she had gathered, most were heavily tattooed, indicating a significant connection to their manehlin. Would they try to steal from the groeliin? That was one of her reservations about traveling with the Deshmahne. She wasn’t interested in attacking—and being forced to kill—the Deshmahne.

      Safran was silent, and Roelle realized she needed to bridge the distance between them. “My warriors have a tradition when we camp at night,” she told Safran.

      The Deshmahne arched a brow. “Would this be some sort of song or chanting for the gods’ benefit?”

      Roelle grinned. “Nothing quite like that. This is more of a soldier type of tradition.”

      Safran studied her a moment. “I have a feeling that I will not care for this.”

      “It’s nothing like what I suspect you imagine. We spar against each other, honing our skills.”

      The Deshmahne glanced down at her sword. “You would like to spar with me?”

      Roelle shrugged. She hadn’t seen Safran fight before, and it would provide several benefits to her. It would allow her to gauge his level of skill, but it would also allow her to form a bond with him. There was something about sparring that connected soldiers when they were training. She had felt it when working with Endric, and felt it with the Magi when she was leading them north. Maybe it would even help with Selton if he would spar with her again.

      “I would be happy to spar with you if you are interested.”

      Safran tipped his head.

      Roelle hurried off to grab the practice staves, ignoring Selton’s questioning glance. He had been mostly quiet during the journey north, keeping to himself after they came into port in Gomald and began their journey on horseback.

      When she returned to Safran, she tossed one of the practice staves to him. “How much training do you have with the sword?” she asked.

      “The Deshmahne have much training with sword work. It is through our physical prowess that we demonstrate our abilities to the gods, and it is through that strength that we can show them how we honor them.”

      She took note of his tattoos, thinking that he would have incredible physical prowess if he were anything like the other Deshmahne she had encountered. Many of his tattoos weren’t nearly as thick as some on the more powerful Deshmahne, but they extended along his arms and up onto his neck.

      He took a step back, raising his sword so that it pointed out at her. It was an unusual posture. Roelle took her typical ready stance and nodded to Safran.

      He darted forward, lunging with astonishing speed. When he reached her, he spun his practice stave around into sharp blows, connecting with hers. Roelle blocked, forced on the defensive.

      She grinned to herself. How long had it been since she had been challenged by someone with the sword?

      Safran worked through a different series of patterns than any she had ever seen. They forced her to defend creatively, not flowing through catahs as she knew them, but mixing them. It was a type of creativity that she had not been forced to use in a while, but she enjoyed it.

      He presented her an opening, and she snapped forward, catching him on the wrist, completing the catah.

      Safran stepped back, holding his sword pointed at her again. “You have an interesting technique, Mage. We were taught to believe the Magi refused to carry a weapon because of their adherence to the Urmahne beliefs.”

      “As was I.”

      “I am curious why you took up the sword.”

      “The Magi Founders were swordsmen. They were soldiers first, and that only changed once we settled in Vasha.” She smiled again. “Are we going to spar, or are we going to talk.”

      A hint of a smile spread on Safran’s lips. For a man who had shown little emotion in the time that they had traveled together, it was practically a grin.

      He slipped forward, his sword moving in a tight and controlled fashion, barely more than a dip of the wrist. Each movement forced her back, and she danced around as she blocked, parrying his attacks. His fighting style was nothing like she was accustomed to. He managed to catch her on the shoulder, and then once on the leg. If this were a real fight, she wondered whether she would be strong enough—or quick enough—to win.

      Then again, if it were a real fight, she would focus her attention differently.

      There had to be something in the catahs Endric had taught her that would allow her to defend this sort of attack.

      She took a deep breath, focusing herself once more. As she did, she slipped forward, slicing at his attack. Safran used small and controlled movements, which forced her to be more compact with her catahs.

      Was there some way she could force him away from that strategy?

      When she had managed to get him to open his posture, he had been easier for her to attack. She thought through what she knew of the catahs Endric had taught her and settled on one that might force him to open his posture.

      Roelle flicked her wrist one way, quickly turning the other.

      It had the desired effect. Safran overcompensated, and in that moment, she slipped forward, slicing up, catching him on the stomach, and then spun away so she could strike him on his back.

      When she darted back a few steps, he smiled at her. “It has been quite some time since anyone has managed to strike me in such a way.”

      She smiled at him. “I am rarely challenged these days, either.”

      “I wonder what it will do to the morale of the others to see me so humbled?”

      Roelle glanced over and realized that the Deshmahne and the Magi both watched their sparring session. She turned her attention back to Safran. “It’s possible that they’ll think to challenge you.”

      Safran grunted. “They may try, but they have a ways to go before they master many of the basic techniques.”

      “You’re fighting style is unusual.”

      “Only unusual to Northerners.”

      “So it’s a southern technique?”

      “I come from El’arash. It is a fighting style well known in my land.”

      “Are you considered a master?”

      “When I lived there, I wasn’t. I traveled to Paliis, drawn by the promise of the Deshmahne. How could I not, when they offered a way to reach the gods that those from my homeland did not?”

      Roelle leaned forward, clutching her practice stave as she looked at Safran. “It has always troubled me the way that the Deshmahne have pursued power.”

      “Only because you already have it.”

      She shook her head. “When I traveled north before, I saw entire cities destroyed by the Deshmahne. The people were forcibly converted, and many lives were lost.”

      Safran’s brow wrinkled slightly. “That is not the way of the Deshmahne.”

      “What is the way of the Deshmahne?”

      “We offer a different option. In the earliest days of the Deshmahne, forced conversions happened, but we realized that was not a way to bring people to understand. All it did was create dissension.”

      “You no longer force conversions?”

      “People have a right to choose, Mage. They have a right to know, but they also need to understand that the gods value a demonstration of strength. It is only through the Deshmahne that they can reach the strength necessary to truly appease the gods.”

      “The Magi have long believed that peace is the way to know the gods. It’s not so much a showing of strength, but a showing of restraint. In that way, the gods are honored, and you are able to understand them.”

      “You said the Magi rather than we.”

      Roelle sighed. “My beliefs were challenged long before I came to Paliis,” she said.

      “And who challenged them?”

      “There are others who serve the gods, and they do so with a noble purpose, one that was born out of fighting.”

      A knowing look crossed his face, and he nodded. “The Antrilii.”

      She shouldn’t have been surprised that he would make the connection, but she still was. “What do you know of the Antrilii?”

      “We know that they adhere to the old teachings. They are warriors, and they serve the gods through their fighting.”

      “Do you know that the Antrilii are responsible for fighting off the groeliin?”

      Safran grunted. “Considering I have only recently heard of the groeliin, the answer is obvious. That doesn’t mean that it changes anything. On the contrary, I think I would very much get along with the Antrilii.”

      Surprisingly, Roelle had the same sense. She originally had thought the Antrilii and the Deshmahne would not get along, but the more that she interacted with these Deshmahne, the more that she questioned that.

      “Thank you, Safran.”

      He tipped his head.

      When she turned away, she heard a rumbling. Thunder?

      She didn’t think so. The sky was clear, and if there were storms, they would be far off. On the plains of Saeline, there wasn’t the steady rumbling of thunder that was so constant in Paliis, the threat of rain as the clouds crashed into the neighboring mountains. Here, the skies were clear.

      That could only mean…

      She hurried over to the Magi and tossed her practice stave toward one of the tents. “Riders.”

      Jason, the Magi nearest her, nodded and ran off.

      Selton hurried up to her. “What was that—”

      She cut him off with a shake of her head. “Riders approach.”

      He frowned and cocked his head to the side, trying to listen, but shook his head as if not hearing what she did. “Are you sure?”

      She was sure, but how was it that she detected it and Selton did not?

      The rumbling sounds continued, growing more intense. Roelle ran to the edge of their camp and searched the darkness, looking for signs of the riders. They would have to be approaching from the west given the direction that she felt the rumbling more intensely. She stared into the night, letting her eyes search the shadows for any sign, and after a dozen heartbeats, she saw them.

      They were at least a hundred coming toward them, all mounted, and all soldiers.

      “Be ready,” she said to Selton.

      Selton stared into the darkness, shaking his head. “I don’t see it.”

      “I do, so be ready.”

      She watched as the riders approached, keeping an eye on them, and as she did, she realized that there was a formation to them. She’d seen a formation like that before.

      She glanced over to Safran and the Deshmahne arranged with him and shook her head. Now would be the time when they would learn what reaction the Deshmahne would have.

      “What is it?” Selton asked.

      She breathed out and looked back toward the approaching riders. “It’s the Denraen.”
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      Roelle wasn’t surprised to find Denraen riding through here. They would naturally patrol, especially given the most recent attacks, but she had thought her group would be safe at night. If the Denraen were pushing their attacks, regardless of time of day, would there be anything that she could do to prevent them from attacking the Deshmahne?

      She made a motion with her hand, signaling to the Magi. Before this became a confrontation, she needed to get a handle on it and needed to ensure that no one began to fight before she had a chance to attempt communication.

      “Why do you look like you’re concerned?” Selton asked.

      “Because I’m not sure what will happen with the Deshmahne here. We aren’t in the south anymore. There has been enough confrontation in these parts—with the Deshmahne—that I think we need to be cautious.”

      “We know some of the Denraen. And at the least, they should recognize us.”

      She looked over at her friend. “Have you seen the way you’re dressed? Have you seen the way I’m dressed? We don’t look anything like Magi. What makes you think they will believe us when we tell them who and what we are?”

      And then there were the markings that most of the Magi now wore. If they weren’t careful, this could get out of hand, and she was not interested in fighting the Denraen.

      The Magi quickly arranged themselves into their formation, and Roelle positioned them so that they would be in front of the Deshmahne. If nothing else, she would block the Deshmahne from the Denraen for as long as she could. The Denraen soldiers’ eyesight wouldn’t be nearly as good as the Magi’s, which meant that they had a few moments before conflict erupted.

      She glanced at the others before focusing on Selton. “I’m going to ride ahead,” she said.

      “Not alone and not at night. If you’re concerned that they might attack—”

      “I’m more concerned that they will see us here. And concerned that they might think to react in a way that places us—and the Deshmahne—in danger.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      At least he wasn’t objecting to her decision too forcefully. She had thought he might and was thankful that he backed off a little. “I need you to maintain the Magi position in front of the Deshmahne.”

      Selton watched her for a moment, but then he nodded.

      She was thankful that was where it ended. She wasn’t interested in arguing with her friend and didn’t want to get into a confrontation with him.

      She glanced at the Magi already in formation and watched Selton move into position up front, then cast a long look at the Deshmahne, thankful that Safran didn’t attempt to push them.

      Then she rode off into the darkness.

      The horse was surefooted, and Roelle trusted her as she rode quickly toward the Denraen. One of the lead the sentries appeared to notice her and motioned to the others. It was a signal that she recognized from her time training with Endric. She slowed her horse, coming at them with a more measured approach rather than racing toward them. When she reached the front line of the soldiers, she surveyed their horses. All were well cared for, and none appeared over-exerted despite the time of day. How long had they been riding? Why were they riding at night rather than earlier in the day?

      The soldiers watched her with an intensity but let her continue onward. When she’d passed a dozen men, she paused and asked, “Who is your commander?”

      The nearest of them turned to her. “Who asks?”

      There was something about the squat, compact man that was familiar. She had seen him before.

      “Pendin?” she asked.

      The man guided his horse forward, and in the faint light, Roelle could see the frown on his face. “Gods! Roelle?”

      What was the chance that she would encounter one of the Denraen she knew? Not only one of the Denraen, but one of the commanders?

      “I don’t suppose Endric is with you?” That would be almost too much good fortune to have encountered Endric.

      Pendin shook his head. “He was, but he rode off earlier in the night to scout.”

      “Endric went on a scouting mission?”

      “We don’t question when Endric tells us what he intends to do.” Pendin frowned, studying her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m trying to reach the north.”

      “It seems last time I saw you, you were doing the same thing.”

      “I’ve been to Vasha since then,” she said.

      “So I’ve heard, but I didn’t see you then.”

      Pendin’s gaze drifted toward the sloping hillside and where she had her Magi, as well as the Deshmahne, camped. “How many travel with you?”

      There was something in the question that told her that Pendin knew more than he let on. “How many are with you?”

      Pendin’s smile faded, and he motioned behind him. “I haven’t hidden my men. We’re here for you to see how many there are.”

      Roelle frowned. “You might be here, but you also said that Endric rode off. He only would do that if…”

      She swore under her breath. Endric had to have circled around her. It was the only explanation as to why these Denraen would make so much noise. They would have intended to draw her attention while Endric—and whoever was with them—swooped around and made a different move.

      Roelle spun her horse and set off at a gallop. She flew across the grassland, flowing up the hill and streaking toward the gathered Magi and Deshmahne. There was movement near those she had left, but she couldn’t tell exactly what was taking place.

      Roelle circled around, moving so that she could place herself into the position where she anticipated Endric would have led his Denraen. What reaction would he have finding Deshmahne? Would the presence of the Magi prevent him from attacking?

      Then she saw him.

      Endric stood in front of the two hundred Deshmahne, arms crossed over his chest casually, his gaze fixed on Safran. There was a sense of pressure—a soft surge that reminded Roelle of manehlin being used. There was no fear to Endric’s posture, and no sign of agitation that he confronted an army, essentially alone.

      Then again, Roelle doubted he was alone.

      She galloped toward Endric and threw herself from the saddle, coming to a stop next to the general.

      He barely glanced over at her. “Roelle. Interesting companions you have.”

      “They are companions, Endric. They haven’t come here to attack.”

      “So I’ve gathered. If they had, they would already be dead.”

      There was no boasting to it, there didn’t need to be, not from Endric.

      “We intend to hunt the groeliin.”

      Endric finally turned and offered a hint of a smile. “That is why you have come north?”

      “Why else would I have?”

      Endric’s gaze flicked to her wrist. “I don’t know. You have taken on the mark, haven’t you?”

      How would Endric have known? There wasn’t anything on her that should have revealed the tattoo short of him pulling up the sleeve of her Paliis dress. “It’s not like that, Endric.”

      He studied her for a moment, and she felt pressure coming off of him. His eyes narrowed for a moment, and then he relaxed. “Perhaps it is not.”

      Endric turned away from the Deshmahne and nodded to Roelle. “Come with me, Roelle. It seems we have much to talk about.”
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* * *

      The crackling fire rose brightly against the night sky. Roelle sat close to it—close enough to feel the heat burning her cheeks. Endric sat across from her, and she wanted to be near enough to determine if he used any connection to manehlin. The pressure she had detected when they had first come across Endric had to have been him manipulating manehlin. If he could, what other secrets did he hide?

      Safran stood, choosing not to sit, and Selton stood near him, presumably to keep an eye on the entire proceedings, but it appeared more that Selton was interested in preventing the Deshmahne from harming Endric. Once she would have thought such a thing impossible, but she had seen Safran’s fighting skill. Endric was getting old, and any battle would likely be taxing to him, so much so that she wasn’t sure she wanted to be the one responsible for his demise.

      “You don’t need to go north,” Endric said.

      “The groeliin are in the north,” she countered. “We—I—have been trying to figure out what we needed to do to help since Jakob brought his brother to me.”

      Endric frowned. “Jakob brought his brother to you? Why would he have done that?”

      “His brother had been a soldier, and he suffered from some illness. He thought that helping his brother find his connection to soldiering might allow him to recover. I don’t think we managed to do anything to help him. At least, not before he disappeared.”

      “His brother disappeared? Do you know what happened to him?”

      Roelle shook her head. “Jakob doesn’t share much with us anymore. Perhaps he doesn’t need to, but he no longer seems impressed by the impossibility within the world. With what he can do, he doesn’t think about how amazing much of it is.”

      “His kind never did.”

      “How long have you known?”

      Endric considered Roelle for a long moment. “I suspect I’ve always known somewhat. He had a natural gift with the sword, beyond even your capability. Beyond that, there was the way that he survived when he should not have. Considering everything he was exposed to, he should have been dead many times over. And yet he lived. By all accounts, he saw—and encountered—much.”

      “Why are you saying that I don’t need to go north to confront the groeliin?”

      “Another approach has been decided upon.”

      “Whose? The Antrilii’s?”

      Endric frowned slightly. “In a way, you could say that it was the Antrilii.”

      “Who else could it be?”

      Endric shook his head. “And the Deshmahne? Have they come with you to hunt the groeliin, or have they come for a different purpose?”

      Endric put words to her concerns within moments. She had hoped the Deshmahne came with them to hunt groeliin, but given what she knew about the groeliin, and about the Deshmahne, she wasn’t entirely certain that they weren’t interested in using the groeliin’s power to augment their own.

      “We would honor the gods by destroying creatures that do not so honor them,” Safran said.

      Endric turned his attention to the Deshmahne, and there was another sense of pressure.

      She had always known Endric to be more than what he appeared, and after learning of his connection to the Antrilii, and seeing the Antrilii herself, she suspected that he had a connection to manehlin much the way that the Magi did. But it was one thing to know about the connection, and quite another to see how comfortable he was using that connection. Endric displayed evidence of control that would make many of the more experienced Magi proud.

      “There were others of your priesthood who came north thinking to honor the gods, though they chose to do it in a different way,” Endric said.

      “They were fools.”

      “Where are they? You don’t have any interest in finding these creatures so that you can take power from them?”

      Safran’s eyes widened slightly. “If these creatures do not serve the gods, there would be no purpose in reaching for their connection.”

      “Other than to reach for power. The others of your priesthood that I spoke of thought to gain strength by stealing the power from these creatures.”

      Safran stared at Endric and nodded slowly. “I cannot speak for those who you’ve encountered before. Those were not Deshmahne.”

      Endric laughed bitterly. “I’ve known Deshmahne for decades. Don’t presume to tell me what they believe and what they don’t.”

      There was darkness and anger in his tone, and Roelle realized that she needed to be careful with these two. She had always known Endric to be thoughtful, but did he have an impulsive streak when it came to the Deshmahne? Was there something about them that he’d experienced that would make him act in a way that would put her plan in danger?

      Roelle shook her head. “Endric, I’ve spent time with the Deshmahne—”

      “I can see that.”

      “They healed me. And they did so at Brohmin’s urging.”

      Endric pulled his gaze away from Safran and looked at Roelle. It was the desired response. Now that she knew Brohmin’s role, and knew how he would have some connection to Endric, she hoped she could leverage their connection so that Endric would be placated.

      “Brohmin was there?”

      He glanced over his shoulder, looking toward the Denraen camp. He had kept distance between his soldiers and the Deshmahne, something that Roelle was thankful for. Had he been willing to come much closer, she feared that they wouldn’t have managed to remain peaceful. At least in this way, there was distance that kept them apart.

      “Brohmin was there. He left me—or so I thought. It wasn’t until later that I realized he had done so as a way to find me help. I had been attacked by the groeliin, and—”

      Endric nodded. “You were poisoned by the negatively charged teralin.”

      Roelle nodded. “Nahrsin thought to heal me, but there was only so much he was able to do. Jakob tried, but it’s possible that he doesn’t know about teralin.” Roelle tried not to think about what it meant that one of the gods wouldn’t know about teralin. “That left Brohmin to help.”

      Endric squeezed his eyes shut, and she could practically see the wheels in his mind turning as he tried to put together everything that she’d shared with him. Perhaps he would come to some conclusion that would explain things better than what she understood. For now, all she knew was that Brohmin had seen to it that she received the necessary healing, but he had also known that the Deshmahne were not the threat that she had believed. How had he come to that conclusion?

      And there was something else. Something that had to do with the Lashiin priests. That was the reason that Brohmin had departed.

      “Have you heard of priests who serve Lashiin?”

      Endric frowned. “As in the ruins? There is no priesthood that serves the ruins, Roelle.”

      She glanced over to Safran and saw the set to his jaw, and knew that he had likely suffered from the Lashiin priests, as well. How many had been impacted by their smuggling of children? How many lost young lives that they would never have returned?

      If she thought too much about it, she would begin to struggle with how many were lost in cities throughout the north as well because of the Deshmahne. It was a strange turn around for her. The Deshmahne had attacked, claiming lives—destroying lives—and now she was worried about how the Deshmahne had lost those they cared about?

      Had her tattooing changed her more than she had realized? Was she somehow twisted in ways that she hadn’t yet discovered? She didn’t feel the anger and rage that she would attribute to the Deshmahne. There was an impulsiveness, but none of the other emotions that she thought she would’ve experienced by taking the tattoos. She was aware that the powers within her were different but other than that, she didn’t feel that much different.

      “There was a sect of priests who came to Paliis, and they thought to claim children, and force them to mine teralin.”

      “They wouldn’t need children to mine teralin. It’s not difficult to obtain. It’s more a matter of… Oh.”

      Roelle frowned. “What is it?”

      “Teralin isn’t difficult to mine, but changing it from neutral form to a usable form is. There aren’t many who have the necessary skills to change the charge of teralin.”

      That might explain what Brohmin had seen when he had rescued the children. When he returned, he hadn’t spoken of it, preferring to keep what he had seen and experienced to himself.

      Roelle didn’t know anything about how it was accomplished, only that she could tell the difference between positive and negative teralin. The Deshmahne preferred the negative, and her sword was positively charged. That alone told her that there had to be some way of transitioning between the two, but it wasn’t anything she had discovered.

      She looked up at Safran. “Is that why they wanted them?”

      Safran stared at the flames. “The children can influence the neutral metal. Doing so changes something within them. It’s why we seek to protect them from it until they are older.”

      “What do you mean that it changes something?” Endric asked.

      Safran shook his head. “There is something within the child that changes if they affect the metal too soon. We prefer to wait. When they are older, the effect is less noticeable, but it is still there.”

      There was something in the way that Endric watched Safran that made her wonder if perhaps Endric had some connection to teralin. Could he have the ability to charge it as well? If he did, had something changed about him over time?

      “What is there?”

      “The metal requires a balance. What is given to the metal must come from somewhere.”

      “I’ve been able to change the polarity of teralin since I was barely twenty,” Endric said.

      Safran studied the general for a moment. “It has to come from somewhere. It is no different from how we transfer power using our ceremonies.”

      Endric shook his head. “It is different.”

      Safran shrugged. “You would know the metal better than I if you have studied it for as long as you say. I only know what my people believe and what we’ve observed.”

      Roelle glanced from Endric to Safran. “Could it be that those with a connection to manehlin don’t have that same challenge? Could the manehlin protect them somehow?”

      Endric’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know.”

      They fell into an uncomfortable silence for a few moments before Roelle leaned back, moving away from the fire so that it didn’t overwhelm her. “Where were you heading?” she asked Endric.

      He wasn’t heading north and not toward the groeliin, which meant he was either on a patrol, something she suspected was not typical for Endric, or he had some destination in mind and had not yet traveled to it.

      “I’ve been searching,” he said.

      “Searching for what?”

      Endric breathed out heavily. “For Brohmin. He has disappeared, and it seems that you are the last person to have seen him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Roelle woke up the morning after Endric’s arrival, a feeling of uncertainty washing over her. She had thought she knew her purpose and thought she knew how she could help, but talking with Endric, and seeing how much more he knew about the events taking place around her made it abundantly clear that she did not.

      She found herself standing at the edge of a hillside, looking down at the sweeping plains beneath her. There was so much greenery in these lands, a lush sort of life that she hadn’t realized she had missed while living in Paliis for the last few months. The air smelled of grass and earth and what she could only consider life all around her. It was familiar. It was home.

      Thoughts rolled through her head. What was her purpose? Was it to return to Vasha as Selton would have her do? Was it to somehow serve the Deshmahne, especially now that she had taken on a marking that might eventually turn her into one of the Deshmahne? Or was her purpose something else?

      “What did he tell you last night?”

      She didn’t have to turn to know that Selton approached. There was a sensation upon her that she could detect, that of his manehlin, a signature of sorts. Had she always been aware of Selton in such a way? She didn’t think so. It seemed to her that her connection to Selton had never been one where she could detect him without seeing him. For that matter, she could now detect others around her. Not only was she aware of the Magi—and now that she thought about it, she realized she could detect the different warriors traveling with her—but she was aware of the Deshmahne, and Safran, and even Endric with his Denraen. Awareness of all of them came to her without her making an effort to focus on it.

      “I don’t know how to help Endric find Brohmin,” she said.

      How was she supposed to help? He had left her in the temple and had gone in search of what, exactly? There was something he had discovered about the Lashiin priests that troubled him, but he hadn’t shared with her. Whatever else she was meant to do, it wasn’t helping Brohmin.

      “How does he think you can?” Selton asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe all of this was simply a mistake. Maybe we should return to Vasha. I know that’s what you want.”

      Selton’s jaw clenched. “I don’t know what I want. I’ve… I’ve struggled, Roelle. Ever since we started facing the groeliin.”

      “It was before even that,” Roelle said.

      Selton closed his eyes, his jaw clenching again. “We are taught to establish peace. We are taught that the gods want us to serve and that our gifts are an extension of the gods.” His eyes opened, and he looked over at her. There was a hollowness to them, a haunted expression. “How can what we’ve been taught be true?”

      “I don’t know that it is true. I think we have been deceived for many years.”

      “But why? If we have these abilities, why would those who taught us want to deceive us?”

      Roelle wished she had an answer for him. Her friend needed one. More than anything, she could feel the way he struggled. He was tormented, pained by what he had seen and experienced. If she could take away that pain, she would, but how could she? She couldn’t change what they had been forced to do, and she didn’t think they had done anything wrong. No, what they had done had been necessary. They didn’t have any choice in confronting the Deshmahne, or in attacking.

      “Maybe you should return to Vasha. The answers you want won’t be found here on the battlefield.”

      “They won’t be found in Vasha, either.”

      Roelle frowned, but couldn’t deny that he was probably right. “Just think about it. Regardless of what answers you may or may not find, I think the city might serve you better than the battlefield.”

      “When we were last in Vasha, your uncle was preparing to send Magi out of the city.”

      “And?”

      “Even the Magi have begun to change, Roelle. I know that I need to change with it, it’s just…”

      She turned and considered her friend. He’d always been strong, his massive build belying a gentleness within him, and he fidgeted as he stood before her. She hated seeing his uncertainty and how he struggled as they faced these changes. It was a sentiment that she understood well. “What can I do to help you?”

      Selton turned away and stared out over the plain much as Roelle had done. “When you were sick, that was the only thing I could think of. I focused on finding you help, getting you well, so that you could once more lead the warriors.”

      “You could’ve led them had I not recovered,” she said.

      “I don’t think that I could have. Why do you think I worked so hard to help you recover?”

      “Because you’re my friend.”

      “Of course. We’re friends. We’ve always been friends,” Selton said, looking over at her. “But it was more than that. I didn’t want to be the one leading the warriors. I didn’t have the conviction that you have.”

      “And what conviction is that?”

      Selton took a deep breath. “You see everything with a clarity that I don’t. You seem to know what you need to do. You knew that we needed to go after the Deshmahne. And when we first encountered the groeliin, you knew that we needed to do that. Without you, we would not have gone with the Antrilii.”

      “The rest of the warriors would have—”

      Selton shook his head. “The rest of the warriors would’ve return to Vasha. They followed because you felt that conviction. You lead, and we follow because we know that you search for ways to do what is right and necessary.”

      “If it’s right and necessary, why do you struggle?”

      Selton shook his head. “What is right is not always easy.”

      He fell silent, and Roelle resisted the urge to break the silence or to possibly misspeak. “What do you want to do?” she asked him.

      “I… I want to have the same conviction that you have,” Selton said softly. “I want to know that I’m serving some higher cause.”

      With that, Roelle thought she understood. How many of the Magi warriors felt the way Selton did?

      She had been leading them, but she hadn’t been leading them. They needed to know that what they did was just as important as when they believed they were gifted abilities by the gods. They had seen Jakob and knew that Roelle had known him as a historian’s apprentice, which would make them question. How could one of the gods come from such humble beginnings?

      “Do you remember when we were in Rondalin?”

      Selton frowned. “I remember Rondalin.”

      “It was the first time we realized that the Deshmahne weren’t the monsters we believed. It was the first time that we came to see that they might potentially be an ally when facing the groeliin.”

      “They didn’t help us, Roelle.”

      “Didn’t they? Had we not seen the Deshmahne then, would we have been able to go to Paliis, and would we have been able to ask for help from the Deshmahne?”

      Selton’s brow furrowed.

      “Think of what we did in Thealon. How many lives were saved because we were willing to fight?”

      “I don’t question the need to confront the groeliin.”

      Roelle smiled and motioned toward the landscape in front of them. “You search for a higher power. I’m trying to tell you that you always observed a higher power.”

      “That was when we thought we were fighting on behalf of the gods.”

      “And now you don’t?”

      “How can I? I know Jakob. I don’t know him as well as you, but I know that he’s no god.”

      Roelle smiled. “Maybe not the kind of god that we were raised to believe in, but he has power. And he continues to try to do what is necessary to stop a great evil. He wants to help those who will never know what he has done. How is that not godly?”

      Selton stared straight ahead, saying nothing. She didn’t need for him to say anything more. She hoped he would realize the value of what Jakob had done, but if he didn’t, then maybe it was best that he return to Vasha. It would be difficult for her. She appreciated having Selton and appreciated his insight. He was the reason that she still lived. Had he given up on her, would the groeliin poisoning have claimed her?

      “What will you do?” Selton asked.

      Roelle sighed and looked back toward the Denraen camp. Endric’s arrival had presented her with a difficult decision. Were it up to Endric, she would travel with him, searching for Brohmin, and… What else? How else would Endric presume for her to serve?

      And was that how she wanted to serve?

      She had come north with a purpose, and even though it might not be the one that Endric wanted for her, she didn’t feel that her purpose was any less valuable now that she had seen the Denraen.

      “We need to continue north. I understand if you can’t come. Any of the others who might want to return to Vasha may do so.”

      “How many others do you think might leave you? Only a few of us didn’t get the marking, Roelle, and I’m the only one who didn’t because of questioning whether it was the right thing. The others simply didn’t have an opportunity.”

      She breathed out heavily. “Then you may return to Vasha. I’m sure Endric will send some Denraen with you for support if you would prefer.”

      Selton swallowed. “That’s it? You would dismiss me so easily?”

      She shook her head. “Selton, this is not a dismissal. If you don’t feel that you can follow and do what is necessary, I don’t want to force you.”

      “What if you need my help again? What if something happens and—”

      “If something happens, it will have been the gods’ will.”

      “You throw Nahrsin’s words at me now?”

      “I’m not throwing anything at you,” she said. “I’m trying to tell you that I understand. I’m trying to let you know that you don’t need to follow a path you don’t believe in. This isn’t my way or no way. You have to believe that what we do is valuable.”

      Selton stared at her. “I thought I did.”

      Roelle nodded. “I thought you did, too.”

      He stared at her for a few moments longer before turning and striding away from her.

      Roelle watched him go, conflicted. Could she really let her oldest friend leave her? After everything that they had been through together, could she simply no longer have him at her side?

      She glanced at her arm and the marking that was tattooed there. It was a thin dark line that had been placed in a pattern, one that the High Desh claimed represented power, though he hadn’t shared with her the full meaning. Roelle had been forced to take it on faith that he had placed the marking without any intention of harming her.

      As she stared at it, she wondered was it the mark that made her feel the way she did? Before getting the marking, would she have been willing to dismiss Selton?

      Except, she didn’t dismiss him. He had to choose on his own, and as painful as it was for her, she couldn’t force him.

      As she turned, she noted Endric watching her with eyes that shone with a bright intensity. In the growing daylight, the general’s scarred face had a grizzled appearance, but shadows still played along his features. Energy from his sword pushed upon her, and she realized that he carried teralin with him. That didn’t surprise her. What did surprise her was the size of the blade, and the familiarity to the hilt. It was likely the massive sword that she had seen hanging over his desk in his office back in Vasha.

      “How much of that did you overhear?”

      Endric shrugged. “Enough.”

      “Do you think I should not have been so hard on him?”

      Endric took a few steps toward her. “Does it matter what I think?”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      Endric offered her a half smile. “You lead the Magi, Roelle. Not me. You have to lead them in the way that you think is appropriate.”

      “And what would you have done?”

      “He’s been faithful to you. I think that you need to surround yourself with men—and women,” he said with a smile, “who are faithful. They don’t always have to agree with you, but you will want them to follow you when you issue commands.”

      “Even if he doesn’t believe in our purpose?”

      “Do you want people to follow you blindly and not challenge your thinking?”

      “What if he challenges my decisions?”

      “Has he?”

      Roelle shook her head. “No.”

      Endric shrugged. “It’s been my experience that you need others who make you question. If you move forward with your decision after having it challenged and still feel that you have made the right decision, it only reinforces that what you’re doing is right. If you have soldiers who are willing to offer you their counsel, and yet follow even if they don’t completely agree, they are more valuable than men who will follow you blindly.”

      Roelle sighed. Having these moments with Endric was almost enough to make her believe in some higher power, a guiding influence that had brought Endric to her when she needed him most. After everything she had experienced, she still needed his guidance. “I need to keep him with me, don’t I.”

      Endric nodded slowly. “I think you do. That marking has the potential to make you impulsive. You might need someone who doesn’t share that impulsivity to help with your decisions.”

      “So you know that I am not going with you.”

      Endric sniffed. “I wouldn’t be the Denraen general if I couldn’t discover that fact. I don’t know that it’s necessary for you to travel north and confront the groeliin, but you need to lead your people in the way that you think is appropriate. But promise me one thing, Roelle.”

      She cocked her head to the side, waiting. “What?”

      “When all of this is over—and presuming we survive,” he said, his smile once more tugging at the scars on his face, “find me in Vasha.”

      “Why?”

      “Just find me. Promise me that.”

      “When this is over, I don’t know that returning to Vasha will be something I can do.”

      “Why? Because you don’t think that you’re the right kind of Magi?” When Roelle nodded, Endric grunted. “What makes you think that the Magi in Vasha have been the right kind of Magi? You’ve learned more about your ancestors than those living in the city—and serving on the Council—have learned in all of their time hiding. You’ve seen the world, and you have realized that you need to use your abilities to fight—and better it. If you ask me, you are exactly the right kind of Magi.”

      Roelle found herself smiling. A compliment like that from Endric meant much to her, much more than she thought it would.

      “I will try to find you in Vasha when this is all over. Presuming I survive.”

      Endric shrugged. “And presuming that I do, as well.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Endric glanced at the Deshmahne. “I’ve been trying to ensure that we have a measure of peace. That has always been the purpose of the Denraen.”

      “And yet your purpose has been something else,” Roelle said.

      Endric nodded. “It has. It seems that the southern lands are less in need of Denraen influence than I realized. For that, I thank you.”

      “I don’t think we can blame the Deshmahne simply because their beliefs are different from ours,” she said.

      “No. Perhaps in that, you’re right.”

      “Will you continue to look for Brohmin?”

      “I think that a better use of my time would be to look for Jakob. I have a feeling he will need help.”

      “You know what he’s become. Why do you think he’ll need help?”

      “I think he’ll need help because of what he’s become.”

      She waited, hoping that he would elaborate, but he did not.

      “Search for Isandra when you travel north. She can offer you assistance.”

      “Isandra?” Roelle recognized the name. There had been a Mage sitting on the Council by that name, though she doubted it would be the same one.

      “Yes. Search for her and see if there’s anything she can help you with. See if perhaps she might change your mission.”

      “Thank you, Endric.”

      Endric grunted. “All these years I have tried to do what I thought was necessary, and serve the Conclave in a way that would help maintain peace, and I have discovered how little I have known.” Endric clapped her on the shoulder. “Find me when this is over.”

      Roelle nodded. When Endric turned away, she wondered if this would be the last time she would speak to the man. If it was, at least he had given her advice she could act on. Perhaps, if nothing else, he had helped her see that she needed to take a different approach with Selton. She needed to keep her friend close to her. And she wondered which of Endric’s friends had served a similar role for him?
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      Isandra’s injury had mostly healed. She healed faster than she thought she should but suspected that was related to her new connection to her manehlin. She drew upon power to heal herself, something she never would have thought possible before. It left her feeling achy, but not with the same throbbing pain that she expected—and certainly nothing like what she’d experienced when she first awoke from her injuries.

      Jassan hunted with her, moving carefully along the mountain trail. Every so often, he glanced over, his wide face drawn and wearing an expression of concern. He questioned whether they would be able to accomplish what she intended, but if they failed… they would have lost nothing.

      “We could have brought a larger party to do this,” Jassan said.

      Isandra glanced over her shoulder. A dozen other Antrilii followed them, each armed with bows, and their arrows were tipped with sedatives. Three merahl prowled along with them. They sniffed the air, and occasionally let out a small yelp, enough to let Isandra know they were heading in the right direction. The historian took up the rear position, having insisted on coming along with them. He brought only his staff and wore a heavy cloak over his shoulders. Amusement twinkled in his eyes.

      “Larger than what we have? How many Antrilii would you have preferred we bring to capture a single groeliin?”

      Her husband looked over at her intently. “It’s never about a single groeliin, Isandra. You’ve hunted them enough to know that as well as I.”

      She sighed and nodded. It really was never about only a single groeliin. If they encountered another attack similar to the last, with groeliin armed with swords, she and Jassan couldn’t withstand them alone. They would be better equipped with more soldiers along with them. Besides, even if she had wanted to come with only Jassan, the women of the House of Yahinv had required a larger hunting party. The men might rule in times of war, but the women ruled in a time of peace, and for now, the Antrilii viewed this as a peaceful time. That alone amused her; she could not imagine what they would consider a time of war.

      “I understand that it’s not about a single groeliin. I just want to know…”

      Jassan took her hand and squeezed. It was most affection he would show in front of the other warriors. “I understand that you want this to be effective, but I think you need to be prepared for the possibility that it won’t be. We’ve faced the groeliin long enough to know that they do not change their ways.”

      One of the merahl yelped softly, and Isandra recognized the suggestion in it—west. “Has anything like this ever been tried?”

      Jassan led them along the path. “We have captured groeliin before, and we have tried to train them, but nothing has ever been successful. There is no changing the groeliin. They are vicious and attack regardless of anything we might try with them.”

      “So you don’t think this will work?”

      Jassan stared at the path in front of them. “I’m not saying we can’t capture one, but I don’t see how you—or the historian—can train these creatures.”

      “It’s not about training them.”

      Isandra turned to see Novan standing behind her. How had the historian moved so silently? He moved more silently than the Antrilii did over the mountain path. It made her question him again. He hadn’t answered her about his origins and hadn’t answered why he had the same ability she did—and the Antrilii. He had to have a similar heritage, though what was it?

      Jassan frowned at Novan. “If it’s not about training them, what is it?”

      “It’s more about shifting them,” Novan said.

      When Jassan continued to frown, Novan tapped his staff on the ground. Isandra had a distinct sense of power flowing from it. There was teralin in the staff, and he used that to augment his abilities, much like the Antrilii used teralin weapons to augment their abilities when fighting.

      “Your sword, Jassan. What is it that you did to forge your sword?”

      “I’m not a crafter. We have men and women who are trained in the making of our blades.”

      “And do they use creative teralin or do they start with the neutral form?”

      Isandra smiled at Novan’s use of the term familiar to Jassan.

      “What are you getting at?” Jassan asked.

      “It’s a simple question, Jassan. If your crafters use charged teralin, I would then ask where they acquire it.”

      “They work with the neutral form of the metal, historian. They force it into the creative form.”

      Novan tapped the staff again, and they continued along the path. One of the merahl had ambled up along next to her, and Isandra ruffled the fur on the back of the creature’s neck.

      “Have you ever worked with the negative—the destructive—form?”

      Jassan clenched his jaw. “You know as well as I that the Antrilii would never willingly work with the destructive form of teralin.”

      “Perhaps not willingly, but can your crafters take the negative form and turn it positive?”

      “Such a thing is not possible.”

      “But it is,” Novan said. “Jostephon changed the polarity of the cage that had held him, didn’t he?”

      Could destructive teralin be shifted to constructive? Was there really some way to do the same with the groeliin?

      If there was, she saw Novan’s point and could understand how he intended to help the creatures.

      “From what you say,” Jassan said.

      “How many have this ability?” she asked Novan.

      “Not many,” Novan said. “And those who do often don’t realize what they’re doing. I suspect your crafters are much the same,” he said to Jassan.

      Jassan sighed. “Most of our crafters are women who will one day join the House of Yahinv. They have skill, and they use it to strengthen our people.”

      “They use it to change the polarity of teralin so the Antrilii can best use their abilities.”

      “Is that different?” Jassan asked.

      Novan smiled. “Not different. I think Isandra would claim it was unexpected, but the Antrilii have been using their abilities for centuries, far longer than the Magi have ever been aware.”

      One of the merahl streaked off, letting out a sharp yelp.

      Jassan raised his hand, calling a halt to the line of the Antrilii. Isandra stared down the mountain face, watching the merahl bound along the rocks, running quickly, fur blending into the stone. One of the other merahl took off after her, letting out a similar cry. Both of the merahl signaled to them to wait.

      Isandra’s companion did not run off. The merahl remained with her, and Isandra ran her hand along her fur, thankful for her presence. The merahl had been with her quite a bit over the last few days—as if afraid something more might happen to Isandra. “You can go with them,” she said to the merahl. “I don’t blame you for the last attack.”

      She had never told the merahl that before, but maybe that was the reason the creature had remained with her.

      The merahl sniffed but made no other sound.

      Jassan chuckled.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Don’t offend your companion,” Jassan said.

      “Offend? I’m only telling her that she can go up with the others.”

      “She doesn’t need your permission to go up with the others. The merahl decide where they go, and they decide how they hunt.”

      “It seems as if she feels the need to protect me,” Isandra said.

      Jassan shrugged. “It’s possible that she does.”

      “I just don’t want her to think that I blame her for what happened during the last attack.”

      “She wouldn’t blame herself.” Jassan stretched his hand in front of the merahl’s nose, and she sniffed it, licking it briefly. “The merahl is the reason you still live. She intervened when seven groeliin thought to converge on your fallen body. She risked herself and threw herself at the groeliin, nearly taking a sword in the side for it.”

      Isandra hadn’t heard the details of the attack but was even more thankful for the merahl and her connection to it. She had thought Jassan responsible for saving her, but if it wasn’t Jassan—and if it was the merahl—than she had even more to be appreciative of.

      She crouched next to the merahl and looked into her eyes. The merahl didn’t look away. There was intelligence that shone in those eyes, and it startled her the same as it had the first time she’d seen one of the merahl. They were deeply intelligent, and she doubted she would ever fully understand exactly how intelligent.

      “Thank you for what you did for me.” She ran her hand along the merahl’s fur.

      “That’s not all she did for you,” Jassan said. “I was injured, as well. She helped carry you for part of the journey back.”

      Isandra stood and rounded on Jassan. “You were injured?”

      “I’ve been healed.”

      “That’s not the point. You concealed from me the fact that you were injured?”

      Novan laughed, and she shot him a glare that was meant for Jassan. He ignored it and continued laughing. “I can see why you chose her, Jassan. She’s as fierce as any warrior.”

      “Fiercer,” Jassan said proudly. “She willingly rode into battle for the Chisln, knowing what she might face.”

      Novan nodded slowly. “I admit that I was surprised that you would choose the Mage to wed, but perhaps it’s only because I didn’t realize that she is no longer Magi.”

      “I already told you that the Antrilii welcomed me,” Isandra said.

      Novan shook his head. “This is something different. You no longer see yourself as Magi, do you?”

      Isandra looked at him, uncertain how to answer. “I was born in Vasha and raised to the Council of Elders.”

      “I know the details of your ascension,” Novan said. He seemed to choose the last term intentionally, as if throwing the connection to the gods at her. “But that’s not what I’m asking. I’m asking whether you still view yourself as one of the Magi. Is that why you didn’t remain in Vasha?”

      Isandra looked down, uncertain what more to say. She had left Vasha because she thought she had a greater responsibility, but there was more to it. As Novan said, she no longer viewed herself as Magi, even if she had never put words to it. She had thought she would be able to return, to once more serve as one of the Magi, but the longer she was away, the longer she went without being a part of the Magi, the more it became clear that she was something else.

      She was Antrilii.

      Before she had a chance to answer, the merahl called again in the distance.

      There was a sense of urgency to the call. Within it, Isandra noted numbers.

      “This will be a dangerous attack,” Jassan said.

      That was her interpretation of what she heard, as well. If it was to be that dangerous, they might not be able to capture the groeliin.

      “We could try again with a different group,” Isandra said.

      “The merahl were forced to engage. Can you hear it?”

      Isandra realized that she could. There was an urgency now. If they did nothing, the merahl might not be able to escape from the attacking groeliin. The merahl needed them.

      Would they be able to capture a groeliin caught up in an attack?

      Her merahl stood, and the fur along her neck stood on end. She growled, a deep sound that vibrated through her body.

      “Go,” Isandra urged.

      She unsheathed, and Jassan did the same, motioning to the other Antrilii. As one, the Antrilii started forward, toward the groeliin.

      There was a thrill that went through her, a sense of excitement at confronting the groeliin, but it was mixed with a sense of unease. If this went poorly, it would be her fault. She was the one who had suggested attempting to restore the groeliin. Novan had gone along with it, and claimed that he could help, and that he had an ability to shift the polarity of teralin toward the creative side, but that didn’t change the fact that if Antrilii were lost, it would be because of her.

      They reached the conflict quickly.

      There were nearly two dozen groeliin. She counted five of them with swords. They had the merahl pushed back, two groeliin on either side of the merahl, preventing the massive creatures from snapping at the other groeliin.

      The way they attacked led her to realize they had been trained to fight in unison. They were trained to fight off the merahl.

      But who had trained them?

      She wondered the same the last time she’d faced the groeliin, but with each confrontation, she realized that whoever trained the groeliin had a measure of skill with the sword, enough that they were able to teach the groeliin how to work together, and how to face creatures like the merahl.

      Jassan let out a battle cry.

      He surged forward, and three of the Antrilii followed him. The others split off, each taking one of the five groeliin with the swords.

      The appearance of the Antrilii shifted the attention of those groeliin, letting the merahl free so they could attack the smaller groeliin.

      “Try to capture one of the larger ones,” Isandra said.

      Jassan paused long enough to glance back at her, but he nodded.

      “Capturing one of those will be more difficult than the smaller ones,” Novan said.

      “I realize that. But I think we can learn more from one of the larger groeliin.”

      One of the other groeliin neared them and attacked with a club. Novan swung his staff, catching the club, and then smacked the creature on the head, knocking it down. He winced.

      “I think that was too much force,” Novan said.

      The splatter of blood from the creature’s head confirmed that for Isandra.

      “If I can—”

      Novan didn’t have a chance to finish. Another groeliin appeared, this one carrying a sword. Novan swung, but the groeliin stabbed with the sword, piercing the historian in the shoulder.

      Novan grunted and tried to swing his staff, but the strength that had been in his arms was not there. There was no speed with the staff.

      Isandra leaped forward, putting herself in front of Novan, blocking the groeliin from hitting him again.

      The creature seemed to look at her with a bright intensity that reminded her of the merahl.

      She had never believed the groeliin to be intelligent creatures. When she’d faced them before, there had been no sense of mindfulness from them, but the way this one looked at her made her question that. Had the other groeliin who had fought her with a sword been the same way?

      She fell into her patterns, sinking into the catahs as Jassan had taught her.

      The groeliin matched her, attacking and defending with incredible skill. The creature was stronger than she was, and had a longer reach, enough so that she was forced back, pushing Novan behind her.

      She forced herself through a series of movements, trying to move more quickly than the groeliin could manage. Surprisingly, it was more difficult than she expected. With as impressive as they were, she wondered whether the groeliin were constantly training with the sword. She could imagine the groeliin drilling much like the Denraen drilled in the barracks.

      Isandra slipped and thought that she would fall, much like she had fallen when she had been injured before.

      She caught herself, throwing her weight to the side and swinging her sword around.

      It connected with the side of the groeliin, knocking the creature down.

      She spun, moving out of the way as its long, black teralin blade came down.

      Where she had been, the sword connected with the ground, sending a spray of rock into the air.

      Isandra stabbed with her sword, catching the groeliin through the other leg.

      That would negate some of the creature’s reach, but now she had to either kill it—or stop it.

      If she had more time, she would have looked to see whether Jassan and the other Antrilii had managed to capture one of the other swordmaster groeliin, but there was no time for her to take that break. She didn’t dare attempt it, fearing that if she did, this creature would catch her off guard.

      She pulled upon her manehlin, using it to grant her strength.

      There was pain in her head—the same kind of pain she had felt when she had regained her powers—and she pulled even harder.

      She used that energy—that manehlin—to augment her skill. With the manehlin, combined with the teralin in her sword, she was able to move more freely.

      She jabbed again, slicing through the groeliin’s arm. The creature dropped its sword.

      She spun again, hitting the other arm. The groeliin knelt before her, unable to use its arms, and unable to stand.

      Isandra spun again and slapped the flat of her blade along the back of the groeliin’s neck.

      The creature’s eyes dimmed a moment, before it blinked and tried to surge back onto its feet.

      She spun again and struck the groeliin once more.

      This time when she connected, the groeliin fell forward.

      Isandra looked over to Novan. “Can you watch to make sure this one doesn’t move?”

      Novan tipped the staff, and power surged out of the end of it. “I can watch.” He regarded her with a curious expression, but Isandra ignored it.

      She turned her attention back to the other groeliin. Two of the swordmaster groeliin remained standing. Were the others dead?

      She jumped forward, joining Jassan. None of the Antrilii were down—and for that, she was thankful.

      “We are trying to keep this one alive, but it makes securing it difficult,” Jassan said in a breathless voice.

      “I’ve already stopped one.”

      “Then we can destroy this one.”

      Jassan moved with a flurry of catahs that happened so quickly Isandra had a hard time keeping up. Would she eventually be able to move like that?

      In fewer than a dozen heartbeats, the groeliin was down. The other fell shortly after.

      She looked around the small clearing and saw the merahl surrounding a single smaller groeliin. The creature hissed, but it didn’t dare attack, not with three merahl around it. The rest of the groeliin were down.

      “Fandik,” Jassan said, motioning to one of the Antrilii.

      The man pulled his bow from his shoulder and nocked an arrow, sending it into the groeliin’s shoulder. The creature stood for another moment longer before falling forward, collapsing in between the merahl.

      Jassan approached, his sword now unsheathed, and his brow furrowed in an expression she recognized as worry. “Now we have to see whether your plan will work,” he said.

      Isandra studied the fallen groeliin. She hoped that it would, but even if it did, would it matter? If it was so hard to capture the groeliin, was there any way they would be able to change them without destroying the creatures completely?

      “Now we will see,” she agreed.
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      Five teralin swords were plunged into the ground surrounding the groeliin. The creature was bound, wrists and ankles tied with lengths of thick rope, and then other loops of rope wrapped around the entirety of the creature, keeping it from moving. Only its head still moved. The groeliin looked at Isandra with dark beady eyes and followed her as she made her way around the circle of positively charged teralin swords.

      She turned her attention to the other circle of blades, this one with seven swords piercing the ground. The larger groeliin she had taken down was similarly bound, though she doubted there was the same need. She had sliced through its arms and legs, limiting how much the groeliin could move.

      Flames crackled behind them that illuminated the night and outlined the ridge of mountain around them, consuming the bodies of the other groeliin, leaving a stench in the air. Would the groeliin know that they were burning the bodies of their fallen companions? Would they even care?

      “What now?” she asked Novan.

      The historian clutched his staff with the hand of his uninjured arm and stood outside the ring of swords circling the smaller of the two groeliin. He had not moved, standing in place, staring intently at the groeliin. Lines of tension stretched away from the corners of his eyes.

      “Now we will see if I can change the polarity,” he said.

      “How will you know if you are successful?” Jassan asked.

      “I don’t know. There is a particular sense that I feel when I manage to shift the polarity. It is easier when it is in neutral form, and takes much less effort, but it can be done from negative to positive.”

      “Our crafters describe it as shifting the boulder,” Jassan said.

      Novan smiled. “That is an apt description. It requires momentum to start the change in polarity. It takes an immense push to begin with, but once it starts, it becomes increasingly easier.”

      “And when you start from the negatively charged and shift to the positive?” Isandra asked.

      “Then it takes an even stronger push,” Novan said.

      Isandra stood off to the side of Novan, not wanting to distract him anymore. If he was trying to push on the groeliin, she could sense nothing of it.

      Maybe she wouldn’t be able to detect it. Maybe it had nothing to do with his connection to manehlin, and more his connection to the metal.

      He tapped his staff on the ground again, and power surged from the end.

      She could tell the direction of the power and noted the way that it flooded toward the groeliin, but it also washed around the ring of swords, causing them to vibrate softly. Had she not been paying attention, she doubted she would have noticed it. Were they glowing?

      Novan had suggested placing the swords partly to confine the groeliin, but also to help him as he attempted this shift of polarity, this change from destructive to creative, though even the historian was not certain whether this attempt would work.

      The manehlin surged over the groeliin, and the creature hissed again.

      “What are you doing to it?” she asked Novan. She didn’t want to interrupt the flow of whatever he was doing but thought it was important for her to at least understand what was happening.

      Was this something that she could attempt? Was it possible that anyone connected to their manehlin could use it to change the polarity of teralin? If that were the case, why wouldn’t all of the Antrilii have the ability to be crafters?

      Maybe they could, but maybe only those with no other communal tasks became crafters.

      “I am using the teralin to help me focus my effort,” Novan said. His voice was strained, and he spoke through a clenched jaw.

      “Does this require that you use your manehlin to focus it?”

      Novan glanced over at her and shook his head once. “It has something to do with it, but not everyone who has the ability to use manehlin can change the polarity of teralin. That’s the reason the Antrilii are selective about who creates their swords. It’s the same reason the mines within Vasha had once been restricted.”

      Isandra wondered if she would have the ability to change the polarity of teralin. It was something she’d never tried, and if it did involve manehlin, was it something that she could learn? Could Novan, or even one of the crafters teach her?

      She focused on what she could see of Novan and the way he used his manehlin. There was energy pouring into the swords, and it was that energy which caused them to vibrate. The Magi had long envisioned manehlin as small pieces of energy and believed this energy surrounded everything, but they also believed only the Magi could manipulate it. Those pieces of energy were what gave them their abilities. They were able to use that energy to heal—or destroy.

      She could see the way that Novan pressed out with his manehlin, and noted the way it left the swords vibrating, and the way the swords seemed to add to what Novan did, as if they somehow multiplied the energy that he was able to manipulate. He took this energy, and he pushed it on the groeliin. Regardless of what Novan claimed, there was pressure upon the groeliin, and he seemed to try to push through the groeliin.

      Could she help?

      Isandra drew upon her connection to her manehlin, and she sent it into the sword nearest her, much like Novan did. As she did, she felt a surge of power coming from the sword and recognized how it augmented her ability. From there, she reached toward the neighboring swords, splitting her connection to her manehlin. It was difficult—and she strained as she pushed her connection around the ring of swords.

      “Isandra?” Novan said.

      She continued to push and reached all the way around the series of swords ringing the groeliin. She held this connection, letting the energy fill her, afraid to do anything else.

      “Mage?”

      From here, she swung her attention toward the groeliin.

      She had been the one to heal the groeliin before. Why wouldn’t she be the one to help force out the negatively charged teralin and heal this creature, if such a thing were possible?

      She pressed her connection to manehlin toward the groeliin.

      There was resistance, much as if she were pushing against a wall.

      “Elder!” Novan snapped.

      She ignored him, drawing upon more manehlin, sending it through the swords, and then to the groeliin, as she pushed.

      Her head throbbed, a painful sensation starting between her eyes and spreading out, and she pushed this out toward the swords, as well, and this toward the groeliin.

      Pain split her skull.

      Still Isandra didn’t relent. She could feel the barrier—the boulder, as the Antrilii described it. All she needed to do was push a little harder, and she would be able to overcome it.

      A hand touched her.

      She glanced and saw it was Jassan. Concern filled his eyes.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I can feel the boulder.”

      He shook his head. “The historian says it cannot be done.”

      Isandra glanced over to Novan and saw him leaning on his staff.

      “I can feel the resistance. I think if I push a little harder—”

      Jassan shook his head again. “I don’t know that pushing any harder will get what you want. You run the risk of harming yourself.”

      She started to withdraw her manehlin, and as she did, she felt a wobble.

      There was no other way to describe what she detected, but she knew that it came from whatever barrier she detected within the groeliin. It was real. If she pushed a little harder, she might be able to push through the resistance coming from the groeliin, and she might be able to overwhelm that barrier, and ultimately be able to help the creature.

      She needed more strength.

      “Your staff,” she said to Novan.

      The historian looked up, and he shook his head. “It won’t work, Isandra. Even if it could, neither of us is strong enough. This will take one of the damahne.”

      She frowned. That must be the term for the gods.

      “Your staff. I’m close. I can feel it.”

      Novan watched her for a moment, considering, before slowly making his way toward her. When he handed her his staff, he was forced to lean on Jassan for support.

      How much had Novan’s attempt taken out of him?

      How much would it take out of her to try something similar?

      She touched the staff to the ground, much as she had seen Novan doing, and pushed through it, sending her manehlin first through it, then to the sword. It was as if the staff acted as a sort of focus, and it granted her an increased ability to spread her connection, and from this, she felt a surge of power flow into the swords, even more than she had managed before. As the power built, she turned it toward the center of the circle, and toward the groeliin.

      The creature hissed, a screeching sound that echoed off the rocks.

      The merahl howled.

      Isandra’s breath caught. She recognized the warning within the merahl’s call. It was a message of caution.

      Groeliin approached.

      She flicked her gaze over to Jassan, and he nodded and made a motion to the other Antrilii, who quickly readied themselves. They had no weapons, as all of their swords were used to surround the groeliin.

      If this failed, and the Antrilii were without their swords, they would be unable to defend themselves.

      Those with bows pulled them from their shoulders and readied arrows, but that wouldn’t be enough to stop the groeliin if it escaped from their attempt to heal it.

      Isandra couldn’t stop what she was doing. She felt she was close—close enough that if this were to work, she might be able to help the groeliin. If so, would she be able to help all the groeliin?

      She turned her attention back to the groeliin and shifted her manehlin toward the creature, pushing against the barrier she had detected. It began to tremble.

      It was little more than that, a trembling, and that was it.

      It was enough.

      Isandra pushed again, drawing from deep within her, sending it through the staff, and then through the swords. With each layer, the power began to build, the throbbing in her head—and between her eyes—growing more intense.

      She wouldn’t be able to hold on to this connection much longer.

      Power exploded from her.

      It poured through the groeliin. The trembling became a steady rumbling, and soon there was a sense of movement.

      She understood the shifting the Antrilii spoke of, the sense of a boulder rolling downhill. As she pushed, she felt she was pushing against a massive boulder—a mountain of boulders. It had taken all of her strength—and all of the manehlin she could summon—for her to succeed.

      The groeliin hissed, this time a painful and horrible sound, and it echoed across the rocks.

      Isandra shivered.

      “Is it done?” Novan asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what I was doing.”

      Novan chuckled weakly. “Regardless of whether or not you knew what you were doing, you managed to push upon the groeliin as if you were changing the creature’s polarity. It is much the same as what is done when working with the metal.”

      “It felt like…” she shook her head, suddenly aware of great weakness. She couldn’t think clearly. “Like the Antrilii said. A boulder.”

      “It’s easier when you work with neutral teralin. This was beyond even my ability. I would have thought it beyond yours, as well, but…”

      “But what?”

      He looked up at her, meeting her gaze. “You use your connection differently than most Magi.”

      “Because I lost mine and had to reclaim it.”

      Novan nodded. “I would very much like to know how you managed to do that, but I suspect that answer will not be soon in coming.”

      “Only because I don’t know how to explain what happened.”

      Novan watched her for a moment more, before reaching out and waiting for her to hand him his staff once more. She passed it over to him, immediately wishing that she had held on to it for a moment more. She was weak and had appreciated the extra support it offered.

      Was that why Novan carried the staff?

      He stepped between a pair of the teralin swords and approached the groeliin. He tapped his staff on the ground, and a thin stream of manehlin poured from the end, washing over the groeliin. There was no hissing this time. Rather, there was a soft sort of mewling that came from the groeliin, as if it were injured.

      There was another change, one that Isandra had not expected. The groeliin always had a dark haze around them, what she had attributed to being their dark manehlin, and this had faded. Not even faded. There was none of the dark energy around the creature.

      “Can you see it?” she asked Novan.

      “The darkness to the ahmaean is gone.”

      “How? What does it mean?”

      “It means that you were successful in what you attempted.”

      Isandra took a few deep breaths and looked over to the larger groeliin. The creature watched her, it’s dark eyes intense and seeming to know what she had been doing. The groeliin did not fight, but stared at her.

      “I’m not strong enough to do the same with that one.”

      “You might be, but not here.”

      “Where then?”

      “You used the staff and then the swords to multiply your connection to your manehlin. There would need to be another layer to make this work.”

      “What do you suggest? Where will we get enough teralin to succeed?”

      Novan chuckled and turned toward her. “We are surrounded by it. We have nothing but teralin in these mountains.”

      With that, the larger groeliin hissed, as if understanding what Novan suggested.
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      The inside of the cave was dark, but with her Mageborn eyesight, Isandra was able to see through most of the darkness, making it little more than a gray sort of haze. The air had a heated scent to it, something that was almost like ash, but it carried with it an edge of bitterness.

      No one moved within the cave. Everyone stood, looking to her or to Novan, waiting.

      “Historian?” Isandra asked.

      Novan glanced at the massive groeliin lying in the middle of the cave. Without the strength of the Antrilii, they’d not have been able to transport it into the cave. A dozen swords surrounded the groeliin, each created with positively charged teralin, but the walls were neutral teralin, and hot with the energy from it.

      The Antrilii remained away from the central portion of the cave, all except for Jassan. He had been the one to lead them here, having known about a series of caves, each filled with neutral teralin.

      The smaller groeliin remained bound, but it’d made no effort to escape, and had made no other sound other than the soft mewling that they’d heard since she had pushed her manehlin through it, shifting it—whatever that had done.

      “I can change the polarity of the teralin in the walls to positive, but I’m afraid that will be all that I can do,” Novan said. He looked to her, holding her with an intense stare. “After that, it will be up to you, Mage.”

      Isandra took a deep breath, watching the massive groeliin. If what Novan suggested could work, if she was able to use the teralin in the walls of the cavern, as well as the teralin in the swords, would she be able to change this groeliin?

      It would take an incredible amount of effort. She had recovered—mostly—from her previous injuries, but still felt as if she needed more time to regain all of her strength. If she took that time, they would be forced to remain here, and none of them wanted to remain in the mountains, not with the sense of groeliin moving around them, enough that the merahl remained outside the cave, growling and waiting for the possibility of another attack.

      “I will do what I can,” she said.

      “If this fails…” Jassan said.

      Isandra looked over at her husband. She nodded. “If this fails, we can destroy this creature. I won’t risk the other Antrilii simply to learn whether this will work.”

      The answer satisfied him, and he motioned to the Antrilii to move away and give them space.

      Novan squeezed his staff, his knuckles turning white, and poured his manehlin into the staff, and from there, he sent it into the walls. His back was rigid, and sweat streamed from his brow, though Isandra didn’t know whether that was from the effort or the heat of the cavern.

      Something changed as he made his way around the cavern.

      She felt the shifting.

      The teralin that had been hot remained warm, but there was something about it that changed, a sense of pressure coming from the metal and pushing upon her. Novan worked quickly, much more quickly than he had when he was trying to do whatever it would take to change the polarity of the groeliin, and he finished by stopping and standing next to her, looking over at her.

      “It is done.”

      He handed her his staff, and she took it carefully. The length of staff was warm, almost hot.

      Isandra took a step forward and set the staff just outside the ring of swords. She tapped it on the stone, and the sound reverberated through the cave, a soft echoing.

      She pushed out with her manehlin.

      It reached the staff first, filling it, stretching along the length of the staff. From there, she pressed into the walls of the cavern, but they seemed to absorb everything that she did, making it so that she had nothing left.

      Isandra continued to push, trying to send more energy into the walls, going from her staff and out, into the walls.

      “Not like that,” Novan said.

      She glanced over to him, and he pointed toward the walls of the cavern.

      “Use the swords first. You must augment with each layer. That’s why the staff helped you the first time. Build from that connection, and then to the swords, and then to the walls. Each time, you are able to manipulate more ahmaean than you would be otherwise able to do.”

      Isandra nodded and started to push once more through the staff, this time building energy through the swords, using the teralin of the blades to augment her manehlin. With a dozen blades, it surged even more powerfully than it had before. It was an amazing amount of energy, and she didn’t have to push nearly as hard as she had the last time.

      She laughed and sent her connection to the manehlin into the walls of the cavern.

      Unlike the last time, the walls took on the power that she pressed, augmenting it, helping it build and build, a growing sense of power.

      The groeliin began to howl.

      It was an angry sound, and it echoed in the confines of the cave, piercing her ears.

      Someone screamed behind her, and she needed to act quickly, otherwise the Antrilii might be forced out of the cave simply because of the horror of the groeliin’s howls.

      Isandra pushed again, drawing upon her manehlin, sending more and more power through the staff, and then to the swords, and then finally, to the walls of the cave.

      Power exploded from her, as it had before, but even more so.

      She felt incredibly powerful. It was as if she could manipulate the entirety of the cave, as if she could create, building whatever she wanted. Her entire being seemed filled with power.

      Was this how the gods created the Tower?

      Was this how the Magi had once created the palace?

      The art of that construction had long been lost, but could this be how they had managed? She could see how—especially as teralin filled the spaces beneath the city.

      “Use it on the groeliin,” the historian urged.

      She turned, taking notice of the Antrilii with their hands over their ears.

      Isandra heard nothing. Did the power of the manehlin flowing through her prevent her from the torment from the screaming of the groeliin?

      She glanced at the historian and saw him gritting his teeth, his hands at his sides, his fingers clenched into fists.

      “Use it,” he said.

      Isandra turned that power and poured it through the groeliin.

      Everything seemed to stop.

      There was resistance—incredible resistance—but she continued to push. She tried pulling upon more manehlin, but she didn’t have the connection to any more than what she already had drawn. If this failed, the attempt to shift the groeliin would fail.

      It needed to succeed.

      Isandra focused on the manehlin pouring from the walls of the cave, and again sent it through the groeliin.

      As before, the resistance trembled.

      With the trembling, she pushed again.

      She was close. She could feel that she was close.

      Isandra shoved, envisioning a massive boulder, as she had the first time. It was almost as if she were physically pushing it, needing to give it that one nudge that would send it careening down the mountainside. With this push, it trembled again, and she shoved again.

      Slowly, far more slowly than the last time, the resistance began to fade.

      Isandra continued to push, sending her strength through the staff, and through the swords, and the walls around her, and focused it on the groeliin.

      The groeliin thrashed.

      Ropes snapped.

      Isandra reached for her sword, and doing so allowed her to push even more manehlin, using the teralin of her own blade, and this was enough to force the polarity of the groeliin finally over the precipice where the creature no longer could resist.

      Power poured from her and through the groeliin, and the sense of the resistance disappeared.

      Isandra released her connection, sagging backward.

      Jassan was there, grabbing her arms, holding her up.

      The other Antrilii were unarmed, their swords place around the groeliin, leaving them with no way to defend themselves.

      Novan took his staff back and tapped it on the ground, manehlin pouring from it.

      “Historian?” Jassan asked.

      “I cannot tell,” Novan said.

      “I think it worked,” Isandra said. “At least, it should have worked. There was resistance, and I managed to overcome it. If nothing else…”

      If nothing else, she had done all that she could, and there was no other way for her to help the groeliin. If this failed, then there might not be any way to overwhelm these larger groeliin and restore them.

      She unsheathed her sword, preparing for the possibility that she might need to use it.

      The groeliin was silent and other than its breathing, it barely moved.

      Ropes were shredded near the groeliin, no longer restraining the creature. The places where the groeliin had been injured, both legs and arms, had been healed. Had that been the effect of Isandra’s manehlin, or was that simply a matter of the groeliin being able to restore themselves?

      Jassan reached for his sword, but Novan touched his wrist, pulling him back.

      “Give it a moment, Antrilii.”

      “If this creature attacks—”

      “I know what will happen if this creature attacks.”

      They waited, and moments passed before the groeliin opened its eyes. The darkness that had been present around the groeliin, the energy—or manehlin—had faded.

      This time, it was clear that the manehlin that surrounded the groeliin was changed. A pale haze hung around it, almost white. The groeliin pushed on the haze, pushing against her.

      Isandra held her hands up. “It’s okay. We want to help you.”

      The groeliin made a sound deep in its throat that sounded like a growl.

      Jassan started forward, but Novan grabbed him again, pulling him back.

      “Patience, Jassan. We need to give it the appropriate amount of time to know whether what Isandra did was effective.”

      The groeliin stared at them and then sat up.

      In the confines of the cave, the creature was massive. Outside, when fighting against these creatures, the groeliin appeared large, but in such a small space, it was terrifying. Isandra was the only one armed with her sword; the swords of the Antrilii were still embedded in the stone. If the groeliin attacked, it would be up to her to defend the Antrilii, and as tired as she was after the effort required to pull as much power as she had, she wasn’t certain she would be useful. The historian might be able to help and could use his staff, but even that might not be enough.

      “We want to help you,” Isandra repeated.

      The groeliin made another sound, this one softer, like a whisper. It almost seemed as if words were formed, though she couldn’t make them out.

      Isandra glanced over at Novan. “What do we do now?”

      The historian stared at the groeliin. “I don’t know. If you restored this creature—”

      “There was no restoration. The creature was born to darkness,” Jassan said.

      “Then if she shifted it away from the darkness and toward creation, then we should have some way of knowing.”

      “We can’t simply leave it here,” Jassan said.

      “Why not?” Novan asked. “If the groeliin is no longer a threat, why couldn’t we leave it here?”

      “We don’t know that it’s no longer a threat. We don’t know anything about it. It is possible that the groeliin remains the same threat that we thought it was before.”

      “Don’t we?” Novan took a step forward, making his way to the rim of the teralin swords. He pulled one from the ground and tossed it to Jassan. Novan stepped into the space left by the missing sword, almost within reach of the groeliin. He held his hands up. “I mean you no harm. I would help you.”

      The groeliin shifted its gaze from Novan to Isandra before looking back to Novan again. Was that hunger in its eyes? Did it see Novan as a threat, something that it would need to destroy? If it managed to get past Novan’s staff, there would be little stopping the massive groeliin from harming the historian.

      “You’re safe. What you feel is the power of creative teralin,” Novan said. “It flows through you. I feel it.”

      The groeliin whimpered. It was the same sound the other groeliin made, one that made her think of a wounded animal.

      There was no anger to the groeliin, not as there had been before. Regardless of what else they did, she didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of destroying this creature, not if it was no longer a threat.

      “We should go,” Isandra said.

      “What of these creatures?” Jassan asked.

      “I think we leave them.”

      “Even if you were successful, what is to prevent the groeliin from shifting them back?”

      It was a good question. It was one that Isandra didn’t have an answer for. She believed they had managed to help these two groeliin, and that she had shifted them away from the darkness—and the destruction—but what if the other groeliin managed to change them back?

      Could they take the groeliin with them?

      Doing so would be dangerous to the Antrilii, and would take a measure of trust that Isandra didn’t think would be appropriate.

      “How far are we from the city?”

      “A few days,” Jassan said.

      “What if we leave a few Antrilii here to observe the groeliin?” She watched her husband’s face, worried that he might reject her suggestion. She wasn’t convinced that it was the right suggestion, but it was better than destroying the groeliin, especially as she wanted to know whether the effort she had put into trying to help these creatures had made any difference. If the groeliin’s polarity could be reversed, wasn’t that something they should know?

      And if they could be changed, could they become allies to them against the rest of the groeliin? Could these groeliin help them counter the effect of other groeliin?

      It seemed too much to hope for, but for them to succeed—and for the Antrilii to finally set down their swords and be allowed a chance for peace—they would need to be successful.

      “We will leave three men, and we will ask two of the merahl to remain,” Jassan said. “We can rotate every few days, but this won’t last, Isandra. If the creatures show any sign of threat…”

      “If they do, of course I would expect the Antrilii to react. If they don’t…”

      “If they don’t, then you will need to decide what to do with them.”

      Isandra had already begun to think that they couldn’t be brought back to the city, but maybe there was some other way of using the groeliin. It might require bringing more of the Antrilii out here to hunt the groeliin, though to capture, not to kill.

      “I will stay with them at first,” Isandra said.

      Jassan shook his head. “I don’t think that’s wise,” he said.

      “Why not? You would question your wife?”

      “I would question how much strength you have remaining. After everything you’ve gone through, I fear that you won’t be strong enough to counter these groeliin if it comes to that.”

      “Then stay with me.”

      “Did you think that I would not?”

      “The historian can stay, too.”

      “I would stay,” Novan said.

      Jassan considered her for a long moment before turning to his Antrilii and whispering quietly to them. When he turned back to her, he shook his head, breathing out a sigh. “It seems as if we all intend to stay. You have piqued the interest of the rest of the Antrilii.”

      “I have?”

      “The others would like to see whether you have truly changed the groeliin. If you have, it means much for our people.”

      “I know it does.”

      Isandra looked at the groeliin, noting the way that it still lay in place, not moving despite the fact that no ropes bound it any longer. It rested with its eyes closed, breathing slowly, the pale haze surrounding it pulsing slightly.

      What did that mean? What would become of this creature? And could she really help other groeliin?
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      Ahmaean called to Jakob. He had a sense of power surging around him, though didn’t know how much of it was damahne power. If there was any that was damahne, he had to find it.

      “You don’t have any way of detecting the others?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob glanced over Malaya, shaking his head. “I could trace them along the fibers, but I’m not sure that’s the safest thing for me to do.”

      “Because they can learn about you.”

      “I don’t have a problem with them learning about me, but I do fear what might happen if they learn about their damahne abilities before we know whether they should.”

      “How do you know who should learn about them?”

      It was a fair question. Should he be the one to decide who should be able to access their damahne abilities, or should they be allowed the same opportunity that he had to discover what they could do?

      In any other time, he would have said that each person should be allowed the opportunity to discover his or her own abilities, but this was a different time, and he wasn’t certain that all should be allowed to reach their damahne abilities, at least until he knew what they might do with them. How much could be lost if some with damahne abilities decided to attack? What if they were coordinated by Raime?

      That was his biggest concern. There was no evidence that Raime had been successful with any other than Scottan, but if Raime had managed to get through to Scottan and twist him, then it made sense that he would have done the same with others he’d taken. Why should Scottan be Raime’s only target, other than for the fact that it would hurt Jakob the most?

      “I might have to connect to them and see who could be helpful,” he said.

      Malaya frowned. The more she learned about her abilities, the more she began to question him. That was good. He wanted to have someone with similar abilities question him and ensure that he didn’t act too impulsively, especially with everything they were facing. She had a different perspective and hadn’t faced the same horrors he had. That was both helpful and difficult.

      “When you connect to them, you know what can happen.”

      “What other way might there be for us to know who could be… helpful?” He almost said useful, but that wasn’t quite what he meant. They would have to be useful, but that implied that he expected something from them. There had to be others, which was why he’d gone looking for them. Malaya could help, and he needed her ability to see with less bias than he had.

      “I don’t know. If they suffered as we did and awakened as we did, then I do think we need to find them so they can understand what happened to them.”

      Jakob didn’t know how many in other cities suffered from the madness, but he anticipated finding places similar to the santrium where he would need to help, even if it meant taking them to a temple to see if the priests could offer a level of support.

      “Why Gomald?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob shrugged. “I’ve heard their new king is sympathetic.” And he had heard that Allay had once been in Vasha serving as a delegate, much like how Thomason Commity had been chosen. He hadn’t been able to stay with the Magi long enough on that journey to learn what they intended for the delegates, but with what he’d begun to see, he suspected it had to do with some way of reaching out to other nations, something the Magi had only reluctantly done.

      “Richard died during his ill-fated attack on Thealon.”

      Jakob nodded. That was something else that he’d heard. He suspected Richard had been killed by groeliin. Would the new king know? Would he have a particular feeling one way or another regarding the Deshmahne? Gom Aaldia was too close to the southern continent for them to have avoided exposure to the Deshmahne. He didn’t think the dark priests had taken hold here, but maybe they had and it would be one more thing for Jakob to deal with.

      “The santrium in Chrysia was away from the heart of the city. I expect the same will be true here,” Jakob said.

      “Do you think ahmaean will allow you to find it?”

      Jakob nodded. “I think it’s possible.”

      That was what he had counted on, if only because he needed to find them quickly. There would be many other cities he would need to visit, and if it took a long time to find those who had fallen to the madness, it might not be something he’d have time to do. As it was, he felt like there wasn’t time for everything that he had to do, which left him on edge, feeling a constant anxiety that he wasn’t doing enough for anyone.

      Jakob shifted to the center of the city, near the palace, and waited for Malaya to join him. It was something that they had taken to doing, as a way of more training. He would shift, and she would follow. Sometimes, they would do the reverse, forcing Jakob to practice how easily he could find her when she shifted. He had some talent in it, as did Malaya. He didn’t know whether that was because he was the one to have awoken her or if it was a natural talent they both had.

      When she appeared, he smiled. After struggling for so long to understand his abilities, it was nice for him to have another who shared what he could do, even if she didn’t know anything more about it than he did. Together, they could continue to work through what they did know. She had begun to attempt glimpsing the fibers—not walking back as Jakob did—and had shown an ability with it. There were things that she had discovered that Jakob had only recently learned, though there were still some things that she couldn’t do— and maybe never would be able to do. Alyta had gifted him with her ahmaean, but also that of many other damahne. That wasn’t the case with Malaya. So that might be why she couldn’t do anything more than what she had managed.

      “See if you can detect what I do,” he suggested.

      Jakob pushed out with his ahmaean. He let it sweep around him, a cloud of energy that flowed from him and out into the city.

      Would he pick up any others with a connection to ahmaean?

      The way he did this was one of the first things he had seen from the damahne back when he believed they were gods, and when he had his first vision. There would be a connection, a reverberation of power, if he connected with another who had ability with ahmaean. He felt that connection to Malaya, a sense that had grown familiar to him.

      The challenge with using his ahmaean like this was that there was a limit to the range. He could push away from himself, but he had only so much strength and reach with his ahmaean. As it flowed through the city, he wished he had something made of teralin to augment his ahmaean.

      But then remembered he did.

      Jakob gripped the hilt of Neamiin and felt the additional ahmaean within his sword and pulled that into him, using that to add to what he could naturally draw.

      There came a sense of ahmaean, though it was closer than he thought it would be.

      “The palace,” he said.

      Malaya looked up at the massive structure rising high above the city. A central tower climbed higher than the rest, with two sprawling wings spreading out from it on either side. It had none of the majesty of the Magi palace, though there weren’t many places that Jakob had seen that did. The Tower of the Gods did, though that was impressive for different reasons, and those had nothing to do with its structure—at least, not entirely due to its structure. With the Tower, it was more about the ahmaean the walls contained, something that Jakob still didn’t fully understand. The damahne had gifted their ahmaean to other damahne when they passed, not like the daneamiin who gifted their ahmaean into the forest or the ancient city.

      “Why did it take you using your sword for you to detect it?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      As he maintained his connection, he thought that he did understand.

      There was teralin.

      Not charged teralin, though. This was neutral teralin, which would pose challenges unless he charged it. Would the king know if he did?

      Jakob pushed on the teralin he detected, and slowly it began to change. There was a massive amount of teralin in the city—much more than Jakob would have expected. Could the Magi know that it existed here? There had been teralin in Vasha, so it was possible that they did. Jakob still didn’t fully understand the purpose of teralin to the ancient damahne, but there had been one. Enough of one for wars to have been fought over the metal.

      When he changed the polarity, he suddenly felt a surge of ahmaean.

      “There they are,” he whispered.

      “Even I feel them,” Malaya said.

      They shifted.

      When they appeared, they did so within a large room brightly lit with lanterns. Six people sat on comfortable-looking chairs around a table in the middle of the room, eating. They all looked up when he appeared.

      “I think we’ve found them,” Malaya said.

      Jakob thought she was right. They were all thin—nearly as gaunt as those from Chrysia Jakob had helped, reminding him of Scottan or Paden.

      The nearest person lurched to his feet and scrambled away, darting for a door on the far side of the room. Malaya glanced at Jakob, who shook his head. He wouldn’t chase them.

      “How many of you suffered from the madness?” he asked.

      He pressed out with his ahmaean, letting it swirl over them, trying to place a soothing sense within the ahmaean. He wasn’t as skilled as Anda at using his ahmaean in such a way, but he tried to use what he remembered the damahne having done to him in visions, and let it wash over them.

      The nearest woman nodded. “We all suffered from the madness.”

      “This is all who remain in the city? Where are the others?” Jakob asked. A city the size of Gom Aaldia should have more than six people who had recovered. Even Chrysia had several dozen.

      “We are all who have chosen to remain.”

      “What happened to the rest?”

      The woman glanced to the others at the table before turning back to Jakob. “They have left.”

      “By choice, or were they taken?” Had he waited too long to search for them?

      “They… left,” the woman said again.

      The door opened with a violent slam, and a man dressed in brightly colored robes strode into the room, immediately focusing on Jakob. A dozen soldiers followed him.

      The king. It had to be.

      The king considered Jakob for a moment. “You will not harm them,” he said.

      “I have no intention of harming them,” Jakob said.

      “They have suffered enough.”

      The way that he said it made it seem as if the king had some experience with the madness, and the effect that it had on others. “I agree that they have suffered enough. How long have they been recovered?”

      The king shook his head. “Not for long. Not nearly as long as they were sick. And now that they have finally started to recover, you would come and abduct them? Are you with the Deshmahne?”

      Jakob frowned. “Do you believe the Deshmahne have been claiming these people?”

      “I have some experience with the Deshmahne. I am fully aware of what they are willing to do, and the sacrifice they force upon those they choose to torment.”

      It was Jakob’s turn to study the king. There was a hard edge to him, but it seemed to conceal compassion. Why else would the king keep those who had suffered under the madness in a room where he could keep an eye on them and protect them?

      “Who did you know that suffered?”

      The king hesitated. “What does it matter?”

      With the question, Jakob knew that he had the right of it. The king had lost someone he cared about. It wasn’t his father. Jakob had heard the story of how King Richard had perished during an attack—the same attack that had led the groeliin south. Could it be a brother like Jakob?

      “I lost my brother to the madness,” Jakob said. “Though he has recovered, he still isn’t the same person he once was.”

      The king glanced at the others in the room before turning his attention back to Jakob. “My mother.”

      If the king had lost his mother to the madness, that meant that she had suffered years ago. It would have been long enough ago that there would have been no way Jakob’s impact on the fibers would have been able to save her.

      “How long ago did she die?”

      “Long enough.” The king crossed his arms over his chest. He took a deep breath and stood as tall as he could, which still was not nearly as tall as Jakob. “Why are you here if not to try and abduct these people?”

      “I’m here to ensure that someone who might try to influence them does not have the opportunity.”

      “What type of influence?”

      “The High Priest.” If the king had experience with the Deshmahne, perhaps mentioning how Jakob wanted to keep Raime away from these people would help convince the king to align with him. He seemed to have some experience with the Deshmahne, and if he had been one of the delegates for the Magi, it was possible that his experience with the Deshmahne had come while in Vasha.

      “The High Priest has not been seen in quite some time.”

      “Because I defeated him. That doesn’t mean that he will not continue to attempt to attack. He has others he works with, and those others are the ones that I’m concerned about now.” Jakob hated that it was his brother who was one of the others that he referred to. He hated the fact that he would soon be forced to chase his brother and discover what Scottan might be planning on behalf of Raime.

      “How would you have defeated him? From what I’ve seen of the Deshmahne, even the Magi would have a difficult time defeating them. The Deshmahne have power much like the Magi, and are much less afraid to use violence.”

      Jakob nodded. “The Deshmahne use violence, and you might be surprised that there are some Magi who are willing to fight the Deshmahne in a similar fashion. There are others with the ability to confront them.”

      The king considered Jakob for a moment. “I have met one such other who made a similar claim.”

      “Who?”

      “He called himself the Hunter.”

      Jakob smiled. “Brohmin came through here?” He shouldn’t have been surprised. This would have been a natural port for Brohmin to come to on his way to the south, but Jakob hadn’t the chance to ask him about it before.

      The king tipped his head to the side. “You know him.”

      “I know him. I traveled with him for quite some time.”

      “Why did he head toward Polle Pal?”

      “Access.”

      “What kind of access?”

      “The kind that allowed him to find a way to reach the Deshmahne priests.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I asked him to see if he could counter the effect of the priests.”

      “And you command him? He is your man?”

      Jakob suppressed a laugh. The idea of him commanding Brohmin was laughable, especially considering how fiercely independent he knew Brohmin to be. “I don’t know that I command him, but I do work with him.”

      “I’ve heard rumors about Brohmin.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “The kind the Magi would likely prefer to keep suppressed.”

      Those were secrets that Brohmin would keep to himself, and not ones that Jakob would share. How could he explain that Brohmin had been gifted power from one of the damahne to someone who likely viewed the damahne as gods?

      “Brohmin is… Brohmin.”

      The king laughed, and it cut off as a dark-haired woman entered the room. She was dressed in a deep navy-colored dress that hung to her ankles, and her long raven hair hung in waves past her shoulders. She was lovely, and she looked at the king with obvious affection.

      “Allay? What is this?”

      Her gaze drifted to Jakob, and her eyes widened.

      She bowed her head and dropped to one knee. “Great One,” she said.

      The king frowned. “Mendi?”

      She didn’t look up.

      How was it that this woman recognized Jakob as damahne? Was she part of the Conclave? Nahrsin had recognized him as damahne, though he had done so at a time before Jakob realized what he was, and what that meant. How many others would recognize him? It had been so long since the gods had been seen in the world, that Jakob didn’t think anyone should be able to recognize him.

      “Please stand,” he said.

      The woman rose carefully and looked up before casting her gaze back down to her feet. “Great One. Why have you come here?”

      He glanced to Malaya. Perhaps the best answer was simply the truth. “I’ve come to ensure those I’ve healed continue to recover.”

      With this, Mendi did look up and glanced at the others in the room. “This was you?”

      “Their recovery.”

      “Why not before now?” she asked.

      It was a fair question and one that troubled Jakob. Why had Alyta not known about what had happened to the fibers? Even if she couldn’t have restored them, she should have known enough about the fibers to know what influence Raime had upon them. Yet she had blamed herself, rather than thinking it Raime who had been responsible for what had taken place.

      “Before now, I didn’t have access to any power,” Jakob said.

      The woman considered him for a moment. “What do you intend to do with them?”

      Jakob glanced to the king before looking at the people sitting at the table. They were thin and barely recuperating, but he could detect the faint beginning of a connection to the ahmaean within them, and could tell that they would have access to power, though it would take some time. For now, they needed help and guidance. If they would allow it, he could provide that guidance.

      “I can offer them a chance to understand.”

      “Understand what?” Allay demanded.

      Jakob turned to him. “I would allow them to understand what they can be.”

      Mendi looked over at those seated at the table. “What could they be?”

      Jakob pressed out with his connection to his ahmaean, letting it sweep over Mendi as well as the others in the room. “There is a reason these people suffered. It is unfortunate what happened to them, but I would help them understand why, and what they can now do.”

      As Mendi nodded, the king looked at her and shook his head. “We’ve already lost so many of them,” he said.

      “This is different, Allay.”

      “How is it different? If he intends to take them from us, how do we know that he won’t harm them?”

      “Can’t you see it?”

      “See what?”

      “Look at him, Allay. We are standing before a Great One. He is one of the gods. What choice do we have but to help?”

      Jakob glanced over to Malaya. They needed allies, but that didn’t mean all their allies had to have power. Could he use Allay and Mendi?

      What choice did he have? Without knowing quite what Raime intended, what else could he do but prepare for all possibilities?

      “Here is what I would ask of you,” he started.
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      The inside of the Tower had more activity now that more people were here, and Jakob enjoyed the noise and the chaos around him. The six people from Gomald had joined with the others from Chrysia. Jakob would need to attempt to walk the fibers, and see if he could reach any of them and activate their connection to ahmaean, but first, he would let them get acclimated.

      The glowing orbs within the main hall provided plenty of light for him to see, and he looked at the faces around the room. Most had suffered much, but there was a look of hope and optimism on their faces that had finally begun to replace the confusion and uncertainty they had shown when he first had brought them to the Tower.

      “There are more out there,” Malaya said. She watched the newcomers as they sat at a table with Paden and Adam, two of the other damahne who were most interested in leading. Bethanne sat with them, though she was quiet. She had some potential, more than many of the damahne Jakob had awoken, but she had been reserved since his return from saving Malaya and the others that had been captured by the massive groeliin in Chrysia.

      “Yes, there are. That’s why I need to ask of you a favor.” He had asked that Allay coordinate with the other rulers, preparing for the possibility of another attack. It might not even be necessary, but if it was, he preferred to be prepared. Anything he could do to prevent the darkness needed to be done. He would find a way to bring balance.

      Malaya pulled her gaze away from the newcomers and considered Jakob. “Why do I get the sense that this favor is not something I will particularly care for?”

      “We need to continue looking for more victims of the madness. Finding these people in Gomald has proven that Chrysia wasn’t the only city afflicted by the madness. We need to travel to other cities and see how many more we can rescue. That is our responsibility now.”

      Malaya watched him, a smile coming across her face. “By our, I presume that you mean my.”

      Jakob nodded. “While you do this, I need to find Scottan.”

      “And when you find him? What is it that you plan to do? Do you think you will be strong enough to stop your brother?”

      Jakob squeezed his eyes shut. “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “You can hope, but I think you need to be prepared for the possibility that it will come to that. If it does, what do you intend to do?”

      The idea of harming his brother, even if his brother attempted to attack him, made him uncomfortable. He had always looked up to Scottan. His brother had always been the one to do the right thing, at least Jakob had always believed that.

      Could it be that Scottan didn’t?

      He had to know.

      “I intend to do all that is necessary. This has to end. Raime has to be stopped. The more of us he manages to influence, the more dangerous he becomes.”

      “I will do what you ask. I will go to other cities and see if I can’t find those who were afflicted by the madness, but you need to be prepared for what else we might face. We’ve already faced the groeliin once, what if the High Priest sends more against us?”

      Jakob shook his head. “We’ve faced the groeliin more than once. I don’t doubt that he will send them against us again. I can only hope that when he does, we find a way to stop them more easily.”

      “What do you intend to do?”

      Jakob thought about what he needed to do and realized that whatever it was, it would involve going after his brother. And in order to find him, Jakob might need to risk more than what he had been willing to risk before.

      How could he not?

      With what he’d seen, how could he do anything but attempt to try to find where his brother had gone and discover what he and Raime might be up to?

      “Do what you can with them,” he said to Malaya. “And see what other places you can find with damahne.”

      She studied him a moment and then nodded.

      “What about you?”

      “I intend to take a risk.”

      He shifted, appearing in his room on one of the upper levels of the Tower. It was a room that had once been Shoren’s. Jakob chose to use it, mostly because he felt a sense of obligation to honor what Shoren had done, and the way Shoren had attempted to maintain peace over the years.

      Within the room was the teralin chair that Jakob had brought here. He took a seat in it, and as he did, the nemerahl appeared.

      What you intend to do is dangerous, she said.

      What choice do I have? I need to find where they might be, and what they might do, before they attack again.

      I didn’t say it wasn’t necessary. Only that I think it’s dangerous.

      Is it anything you can help me with? She hadn’t helped when he went back to look for Raime, so didn’t expect much now.

      I can attempt to protect you, but even in that, with your ability to touch the fibers as thoroughly as you do, I might not be able to offer as much protection as you will need.

      It was something at least. If nothing else, the nemerahl could ensure that Scottan didn’t discover too much about him, and maybe he could find his brother before Raime was aware that Jakob was even looking.

      He took a seat in the chair and closed his eyes, drawing his ahmaean inward. He didn’t hesitate as he used the chair, and the Tower itself, to augment his ahmaean, drawing enough power for him to step outside of the fibers.

      Jakob didn’t want to take too long with this task. He wanted to quickly discover where his brother had gone so that he could find Raime.

      Reaching Scottan’s strand was easier than reaching someone he wasn’t related to. Jakob traveled back along his own strand, reaching his parents, and from there he was able to find the branching strand that indicated Scottan. There were several bright lights representing various niduses along his strand. He needed keep following the strand to find where his brother had gone, but curiosity overcame him, and he plunged into one of his brother’s niduses.

      Jakob opened his eyes, pulling himself to the back of his brother’s mind.

      When would this be? What event had been important enough for his brother to have a nidus? It would be early in his life, not very far along his strand, not at a time when Jakob would have expected his brother to have a nidus, though he wasn’t all that well versed in what prompted a nidus to form.

      A familiar stone building rose around him. It was the Urmahne temple—years before the temple had collapsed, and subsequently been rebuilt. His father stood in front of him, a younger man than when Jakob had lost him in the attack on the temple, and he wore the brown robes of the Urmahne. Wrinkles of time had not come to his father’s young eyes, and hadn’t brought the crease to his brow, but there was sadness on his face.

      “You have to be strong for him,” his father was saying.

      Scottan was sobbing, and Jakob asserted himself slightly, the barest amount so that he could understand what his father was attempting to tell his brother, and to understand why his father was attempting to tell it to him.

      “Why did it happen?” Scottan asked.

      “The gods—”

      “Don’t tell me about the gods!” Jakob had never heard his brother yell at his father, not the way that he did now. There was real anger in his voice.

      With that, Jakob realized the time to which he had stepped back.

      This was when their mother had died. It had to be. Scottan had changed then, though Jakob remembered it being a change that had made him seem more determined, with an increased focus when he worked with the sword. He had wanted to become an even more skilled soldier, and Jakob had always assumed it was because he wanted to ensure nothing else could harm him.

      Could there have been another reason?

      “The gods care about you, even if you don’t believe that they do,” his father said.

      “The gods care nothing about me. They… They have abandoned our family, father. Why can’t you see it?”

      His father smiled sadly. “The gods have not abandoned our family. They have chosen a different path for us, and it’s one that we cannot know for ourselves, but you need to trust that they have something in mind for each of us.”

      “If this is what the gods had in mind, then I don’t want to know these gods. They aren’t my gods.”

      The hurt on his father’s face was as clear as daylight.

      How old would Scottan have been when their mother had died? Maybe twelve, Jakob decided. He didn’t remember his brother having this level of anger, and remembered only how he had disappeared to the barracks, going there to train, encouraged to do so by their father.

      Now he thought he understood.

      Was this the beginning for Scottan?

      If this was when Scottan first broke free of the Urmahne influence and began to run the risk of Raime reaching him, it was possible this was the time.

      “Your mother would want you to know that she loves you.”

      “Mother would want me to have her alive,” Scottan said.

      “The gods cannot protect us from accidents,” his father said. “As much as we might want them to, we cannot prevent life from occurring. We cannot prevent a simple misstep.” His father clasped his hands behind his back and took a deep breath. A look of peace washed over his face. “I choose to believe that your mother has Ascended and has joined the gods.”

      Jakob could feel the anger boiling within Scottan.

      Could he do anything to soothe his brother?

      Even if he could, would it matter?

      He’d already learned that the past could not be changed, regardless of how much Jakob wished it could. The death of their mother. The pain Scottan suffered as a result. Nothing could change that.

      But this was his brother. He had to try.

      If his brother was damahne, he would have access to ahmaean, even if he wasn’t certain how to use it yet, and even if it had not yet been awakened within him.

      Jakob asserted a little more control and found that source of ahmaean within his brother.

      It was a ball, hidden deep within him, little more than a nugget of power. Jakob touched it, grasping it gently, and forced it forward.

      Jakob felt warmth spread over his brother, a sense of power that washed through Scottan. And Scottan was aware of it.

      Jakob retreated within his brother’s mind. Had he just helped his brother realize that he could be powerful?

      Had he made it so that his brother would be more dangerous?

      No, Jakob didn’t think that was possible. He couldn’t influence the past in such a way. He could only help comfort his brother in this time. It was something he hadn’t done back when it had happened. Jakob had been too engrossed in his own mourning, and he hadn’t checked on his brother, though he should have. He would have known that Scottan suffered the same way Jakob had. Yet Jakob had believed his brother to be stronger and had managed to deal with the passing of their mother much better than he had.

      That wasn’t the case at all.

      His father reached for Scottan, trying to hug him, but Scottan pulled away and wiped tears from his eyes. A resolute sense worked through Scottan, and Jakob realized that Scottan had changed; he had hardened, and this night was the beginning of it.

      Jakob retreated, stepping out of his brother’s strand, and looked along the fibers.

      There was another nidus, not far from here, and he decided to look into that one, as well. He needed to understand his brother, and he wanted confirmation that his brother was the person he now claimed to be. It would be painful, but… Jakob had to think it was necessary. If he attacked his brother, and Scottan could be saved, he needed to give him that opportunity.

      When he plunged into the nidus, he quickly retreated into the back of Scottan’s mind, letting himself get a sense of where he was and at what time in Scottan’s life. What moment would this be? Would it be a shared moment like the last, a time when Jakob would have known what Scottan had gone through, or would this be something different, a time when Scottan had been on his own, after he had joined the Ur?

      As Jakob peered out through his brother’s eyes, he saw a familiar sight. This time, he noted the barracks grounds, a place where he had practiced with Endric in those days when he still hadn’t known who Endric was or why he was willing to work with Jakob.

      What was Scottan doing here?

      Within his brother’s mind, he had a sense of movement, and realized his brother was practicing.

      It was interesting being within someone else’s mind as they practiced with the sword, and it intrigued him to learn that, though Scottan was skilled, he was not nearly as skilled as had Jakob remembered. The catahs that Scottan knew were basic ones. Would he ever have mastered more complicated catahs not been interrupted by the madness?

      The practice stave smacked Scottan along the arm, and he grunted, nearly dropping the sword.

      “No. Don’t lower your defense. You need to always maintain your readiness.”

      “I can’t. I can’t even keep up with you,” Scottan said, looking at his swordmaster.

      “It’s not a matter of keeping up, it’s a matter of staying alive when confronted with someone who might be willing to kill you. Are you willing to do what’s necessary to stay alive?”

      Jakob felt the same rage bubbling within Scottan that he felt when his father had been speaking to him. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “That’s no sort of answer,” his swordmaster said.

      “That’s all the answer you’re going to get.” Scottan lunged forward, swinging his practice stave again, this time throwing the anger that had boiled within him at his instructor. He leaped with a sweeping movement, and his sword came crashing down on the instructor’s practice stave, barely blocked. The instructor grunted and pushed Scottan off, darting through a series of catahs that forced Scottan back. Jakob could feel Scottan’s determination, and without meaning to, he influenced his brother’s movements.

      There was something so simple about working with the sword, something that was natural for him now that he had done it as long as he had. Maybe if he helped his brother, maybe if he showed him how to deflect this attack, the anger that seized him would lesson.

      Scottan let out a whoop of excitement when his practice stave crashed into the other man’s arm.

      It was short-lived. The instructor twisted, catching Scottan on both wrists, before nodding, indicating that their sparring session was over.

      Jakob didn’t recognize Scottan’s instructor. The man was not one of the Ur he had seen when within the city, but there were hundreds and hundreds of soldiers, and Jakob had not known all of them. He had only begun to know some of the men assigned to Scottan, and that was because Jakob had trailed along after his brother, and the others had simply tolerated him.

      “That was better. You seem to anticipate the pattern, as if you’ve seen it before.”

      Scottan grunted. “Probably because you’ve shown it to me.”

      The instructor frowned. “Perhaps. We will work more tomorrow.”

      As the man turned and placed his practice stave on the rack, Scottan cleared his throat. “Why are you working with me like this?”

      His instructor glanced over his shoulder. “Should I not?”

      “The others don’t receive the same sort of dedicated training.”

      His instructor smiled tightly. “The others don’t need it.”

      “Why do I need it?”

      “Because of what you’ve lost and because of what you could become.”

      Did the instructor know about Scottan? Did he know that Scottan could be damahne if given enough time? It was a strange comment to make, especially if he wasn’t aware.

      “It was my father, wasn’t it?” Scottan asked as the instructor reach the edge of the barracks practice yard.

      The other man paused and turned back, considering Scottan with a bright intensity to his gaze. “If it was? Would you rather he not have asked that you receive the necessary instruction?”

      Scottan frowned again. “I would rather it be earned than given to me.”

      “Then earn it.” With that, the instructor departed the practice yard, leaving Scottan standing alone, holding his practice stave.

      Jakob remained tightly bound within the back of his brother’s mind, not wanting to assert himself too much or reveal himself at all. The interaction with the swordmaster was odd, and Jakob wouldn’t have expected it to have mattered so much to his brother. What was it about his sword training that made it so meaningful to have created a nidus on his strand?

      “You have promise.”

      Scottan spun, noting another man standing along the edge of the barracks. “Have you been watching me?”

      The other man shrugged. He was of average height, average build, but there was something about him that pulled at a sense of familiarity for Jakob. Had he seen this man before? If he had, where was it? Could he have known him from Chrysia?

      “I look for many with talent.”

      “What kind of talent?”

      The man smiled. “The kind that you possess.”

      Scottan returned his practice stave to the rack and turned away from the man. “I don’t possess any kind of talent. My father is trying to force me into this, but…”

      “Your father the priest would force you to become a soldier?”

      Scottan didn’t answer.

      “That would be an interesting request for a priest.”

      “He thinks it will help with my anger.”

      The other man laughed, and there was a darkness within it.

      Jakob stared at the man, trying to understand where he might have seen him before. There had to be something that would remind him, but what was it? Why would he feel such a familiarity?

      “There are other ways to manage anger.”

      “Such as?”

      The man shrugged again. “I’m not sure that you’re ready, but perhaps in time, you will be.”

      He started away from the barracks yard, heading in the opposite direction from Scottan’s sword instructor.

      Unlike with his sword instructor, Scottan chased after this man. “When? When will I be ready for what you think I can do?”

      The man flashed a dark smile. “Don’t worry. I will keep an eye on you.”

      With that, he turned, leaving Scottan to watch him depart.

      Jakob stepped back, retreating from his brother’s mind, and out of this time, withdrawing so that he could stand outside of the fibers once more. He was confused. There was something clearly important about what he had just observed, but what was it? Why would that man have watched his brother—and who was he?

      Can you tell me what I just saw? he asked the nemerahl. The sense of the nemerahl was there, as it always was when he stood outside of the fibers. She was tightly bound to the fibers and powerful with that connection. As she often did, she appeared in her nemerahl form, stepping away from the fibers and taking on an almost corporeal form.

      You know what you just saw.

      I don’t know. I didn’t recognize that man, so I don’t know why it was important.

      You didn’t have to recognize him to know why it was important.

      She was being difficult, but that was to be expected with the nemerahl. They often preferred that he work out what he had seen on his own, rather than sharing with him directly. In this case, he wasn’t certain he could puzzle out what he had observed.

      That left another option, but it meant he would travel forward once more along his brother’s strand. How many times would he need to do that? Each time required energy from him, though not nearly as much energy as it required for him to reach the damahne. His natural connection to his brother made it much easier for him.

      Jakob studied the fibers and found another nidus along his brother’s strand.

      He plunged into that nidus.

      When he drifted to the back of his brother’s mind and focused, he found himself within a tavern.

      It was dark, and the air smelled of smoke and dirt, as well as stale ale. A somber song played in the back of the tavern, strummed by a guitran player. The minstrel didn’t sing, and for that Scottan was thankful.

      That was a difference between Scottan and Jakob. His brother never enjoyed the stories, not like Jakob did. Whereas Jakob would listen to a storyman for hours, to the point of losing himself in those tales, his brother had never had any time for them. He considered them a waste and had always felt there was nothing he could learn from them.

      Scottan sat with his back to the wall, carefully considering those around him. He wore a nondescript cloak and had come unarmed, but Jakob detected the tension within him and a sense of uncertainty. Whatever it was that troubled him, he feared something would be happening soon.

      The door to the tavern opened, and a man entered.

      Scottan tensed, studying the door and the man who had come in for a moment, before relaxing and returning his attention to the mostly full mug of ale in front of him. He tapped his fingers on the table, drumming them in a steady pattern. Every so often, a waitress would sweep by, giving his still-full mug an irritated glance. Scottan ignored her.

      The door opened again, and once more, Scottan looked up.

      Another man entered. Jakob recognized him as the same man who had observed Scottan in the barracks yard before. He looked slightly older, which told Jakob that years had passed between the two nidus events, but otherwise, he appeared unremarkable. He wore a gray cloak, and a hint of a bulge beneath it revealed the sword strapped to his waist.

      Scottan tensed again and sat up stiffly, resting his hands on the table.

      The newcomer swept his gaze around the tavern for a moment before settling on Scottan. He flashed a dark smile and made his way to the table, taking a seat. He grabbed Scottan’s mug of ale and pulled it toward him, taking a long drink before setting it back down. The man wiped an arm across his face, his lips twisted in a sour expression. “You realize this tastes like piss.”

      Scottan shook his head. “I haven’t been drinking. I had to have something in front of me, otherwise…”

      The other man snorted. “You don’t need to worry about upsetting a waitress.”

      Scottan shrugged. “I didn’t want to draw too much attention. Wasn’t that what you told me? Come here without anyone else knowing that I did?”

      The other man smiled again. When he did, his face changed, making him scarier. No longer did he seem nonthreatening, and no longer did he seem quite so plain. When he smiled, there was an almost savage appearance to him.

      “I did, indeed. It pleases me that you listened.”

      Scottan looked at his hands, keeping his gaze off of the other man, though every so often, Scottan would look up and try to study him. It was times like these that Jakob considered asserting more control, so he might understand what it was that had drawn this man to the tavern and why Scottan had been summoned here. It was quite clear that this had been a summons.

      “What happens now?”

      The man shrugged. “What happens now is entirely up to you. You get to decide what you will do next.” The man lifted the mug of ale again and tipped it back, taking a long drink. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “You can choose whether you continue to serve as you do, nothing more than a common soldier in a common city doing common things for the rest of your life, or whether you would chase the chance to know the gods more intimately.”

      Jakob asserted control briefly and forced Scottan’s head up, making him look at the other man’s arms and then his neck. He didn’t make Scottan meet the other man’s eyes. Doing so would be unlike how Scottan had acted with the man before, but Jakob had to know. Was this man Deshmahne?

      The idea seemed absurd, but what else explained it? What else could this man be other than Deshmahne?

      And if he was, they had a greater presence in Chrysia than Jakob had ever known.

      If Scottan had converted—and he began to wonder if that was the reason that his brother had a nidus at this time on his strand—then how many others had converted back then? How deeply had the Deshmahne infiltrated the Ur and other soldiers like them before the attack?

      The man’s arms were covered. His neck showed no markings. Still—could he be Deshmahne?

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      The other man grinned. “You are here. But I still detect a reluctance within you. If you do this, if you choose to know power, there can be no reluctance. You must do it in a way that embraces what you could be.”

      Scottan did look up then, and he met the man’s gaze. There was strength within Scottan, and Jakob felt a moment when he hoped Scottan would refuse him, but that moment faded when Scottan looked back down again. “How can I embrace this if I need to hide myself?”

      The other man snorted. “You have a quick mind. That will serve you well. That’s why I identified you as a potential recruit. Think of all the others who could have been recruited, but I came to you.” The man leaned forward and tapped Scottan on the chin until he looked up. “I told you I would watch you. I told you I would look for your potential. You have continued to display flashes of potential. That should please you.”

      Scottan nodded. “It does.”

      Jakob wanted to scream to his brother and tell him to do anything other than align with the Deshmahne, but even if he did, it likely wouldn’t matter. He could have a presence within his brother’s mind for only so long.

      “Well?” the man asked, reaching his hands across the table toward Scottan.

      Jakob forced Scottan to look at the other man’s arms again and had his fears confirmed. Tattoos wound around both of his forearms, disappearing up the sleeves of his robe. As Jakob focused, remaining in control for the briefest of moments, he detected the dark ahmaean swirling around the Deshmahne.

      A man like this—one who was sent outside of the south on his own to recruit—would likely be powerful. Jakob had met many Deshmahne priests when he’d traveled with Brohmin, and they all had been far more powerful than those he’d met when he had visited the south.

      Could the Deshmahne be using his own ahmaean to exert his influence on Scottan?

      Jakob pulled upon Scottan’s ahmaean, using it briefly to determine whether that was taking place, or whether this was simply the Deshmahne attempting to convert his brother without using his ahmaean to influence him.

      He couldn’t tell.

      He had to help his brother, even if his brother couldn’t help himself.

      There was the nugget of ahmaean still within Scottan, and the Deshmahne would not have known about that. How could he, when it would have been nearly impossible to believe that someone else could become damahne?

      Jakob doubted that it would matter, but he pulled upon that nugget of ahmaean and wrapped it around his brother’s mind. As he did, he pressed it toward the center of his mind, sending it in a soothing wave that was much like what the daneamiin did. It rolled through his brother, and then was gone.

      The Deshmahne frowned. Had he detected what Jakob had done?

      It likely didn’t matter. The Deshmahne could use his ahmaean but would not likely be looking for someone else to have the same connection as he did.

      “I will do this,” Scottan said. He looked up, meeting the Deshmahne’s eyes. “I accept the power you offer.”

      The other man nodded. “Good.”

      “What do I have to do?”

      “You have to prove yourself willing.”

      “How?”

      The Deshmahne’s grin widened. “That will be the next request made of you. When you receive the summons, you will come, and you will do as asked, and you will be granted power that you cannot even imagine.”

      Within Scottan’s mind, Jakob felt the surge of excitement from his brother and wished he could tell him that he had that power within him anyway, and that all it would take was for that power to be awakened, but he sensed Scottan’s resistance to believe anything else. He sensed the anger within his brother.

      Along with that, there was something else, something dark.

      It pained him, but his brother had been twisted long before Raime had ever managed to tangle his strand. What had happened with Scottan had not been the result of Raime—at least not nearly as directly as Jakob had believed.

      He retreated, and as he did, he pulled on his brother’s ahmaean, withdrawing it with him. If nothing else, he would restrict his brother from accessing that power and would prevent him from using the damahne abilities against those who would use them the way they were meant to be used.

      When he stepped outside of the fibers, the nemerahl was waiting for him.

      You cannot hold on to that, the nemerahl said.

      I can try.

      If you do, you’ll destroy him long before he’s destroyed by the other. Is that what you want?

      Jakob shook his head. The nemerahl knew that wasn’t what he wanted, but how could Jakob leave Scottan connected to his damahne abilities if he intended to side with Raime? Raime might not have a way of transferring Scottan’s power to him, but if he could influence enough of the others, it might not matter. They might become Deshmahne, and more dangerous than the Eldest of the Magi had been.

      I want my brother back.

      You’ve walked back along his strand. What have you seen?

      Jakob swallowed. What he’d seen was difficult, and it was painful for him to admit. He wasn’t the person that I remember.

      Memory fails us. It fails even the damahne. Most would like to remember people as they believed them to be, not as they were. Your brother lived a life different from what you knew.

      That’s why Raime was able to use him.

      Raime was able to use him long before he twisted the fibers. Your brother was his servant long before he was ensnared in that.

      And Jakob had thought Raime had attacked his brother only because it would hurt him, but that was not the case at all. His brother had been caught up in Raime’s play for power, and nothing else.

      I still need to find him.

      Then look.

      Jakob studied the nemerahl and then turned his attention back to the fibers. They stretched before him, thousands upon thousands of strands, each representing someone, and often times, many someone’s. He traced his brother’s strand, ignoring the other niduses that he found. They would not help him at all. He’d already seen what he needed from his brother in the past. What he needed now was to understand where his brother was in the present, and what he might do in the future.

      Searching along those strands was much easier than it would’ve been had it been someone other than Scottan.

      Jakob touched upon his brother’s strand in the present. He peered inside, and what he saw surprised him.

      It was little more than a glimpse, but it was all he needed to know where to find his brother.

      Jakob withdrew and looked forward along the fibers, untangling them enough that he could make certain his brother wouldn’t leave, to get a sense for how much time he had.

      The possibilities it opened up before him told Jakob that he had days at most and then his brother would travel somewhere else. If he did, it would place others in harm. At least where he was now, his brother couldn’t do anything, and couldn’t harm too many others. His influence would be limited.

      Jakob would need help, and now that he was within the fibers, he thought he knew how he could find it. Did he have enough time? Was he strong enough?

      Even if he thought otherwise, could he do anything different?

      No, he couldn’t.

      This had to end. The influence of Raime, and the impact he had on the world, had to end. Somehow, Scottan was part of the key.
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      Jakob appeared in the Old Forest. Trees towered around him. They were massive trees, the kind that were unrivaled anywhere else, even in the Great Forest. The air held their scent, that of moss and greenery and earth. It was comforting, but it was also foreign and strange and hinted at powers Jakob didn’t fully understand.

      The sense of ahmaean pressed all around him. It was different from the Great Forest, different even from the daneamiin forest. As he often did when he came to the Old Forest, he felt how unique the power of this place was. It was only fitting that the daneamiin should watch over it.

      “Jakob Nialsen.”

      He turned to see Anda standing behind him. She looked at him with concern in her exotic eyes. Ahmaean flowed from her, touching on Jakob briefly before withdrawing. “Anda. How did you know I was coming?”

      She smiled at him. “The forest alerted me of your presence.”

      He sighed. If the forest alerted her, what else would it do? It might be needed for more than what it had been used for up to this point. The damahne had feared the forest, though he still had not yet learned why. Jakob felt no such fear of it. How could he, when he felt as if the trees welcomed his presence?

      “I found my brother.”

      “From the way you say that I have a feeling that it does not please you.”

      Jakob sighed again. “Scottan has served the Deshmahne far longer than I realized. He has served Raime far longer than I realized. He has gone to the old daneamiin city.”

      Sadness flashed across Anda’s face. “Raime seems preoccupied with such places.”

      Jakob hadn’t made the connection before, but Raime had attempted to reach the daneamiin’s forest home as well as the old city more than once. Could there be some reason for it? Was it only about the ahmaean that they poured into it?

      “I think I will need your help.”

      “Mine?”

      “Yours. Others of the daneamiin who are willing to participate. My brother is one of the damahne, and he will likely have developed his powers to the point where it will be difficult to hold him.”

      “Jakob Nialsen, we aren’t able to act against the damahne.”

      “I know you haven’t in the past, but I think it’s time that you begin. Think of everything you’ve been through. You need to be a part of this. You need to help prevent another attack. Your inaction has enabled Raime.”

      It wasn’t only the inaction of the daneamiin that enabled Raime, but the inaction of many others, including the other damahne. Anda didn’t need that reminder.

      “If we do this, it sets us on the path toward…”

      “It does nothing to set you on the path toward the groeliin.” He understood her reluctance, especially now that he understood how the daneamiin and the groeliin were connected. “There are ways the daneamiin can refrain from violence but still participate. You have already participated.”

      Anda considered him for a moment before letting out something like a sigh. “How many of my people do you need?”

      “As many as are willing to help.”

      She flickered away, leaving Jakob standing and watching after her. He stared at the forest, feeling the difference of the ahmaean here. In the Great Forest, the ahmaean seemed keyed toward the damahne. In the daneamiin forest, the ahmaean was tied to those people. The Old Forest was different. That had to be significant, though he didn’t yet understand why.

      When Anda returned, she brought several daneamiin with her, all of whom Jakob recognized. He reached for her hand, and they shifted to where Jakob had left the new damahne waiting for him.

      The daneamiin city had a familiar sense to it. Its residual power, though little more than a memory, came from a time long ago, memories that Jakob should not possess but did. That sense of energy pulsed against him, a reminder of the power that had been stored here, deposited by the inhabitants of the city over hundreds of years. Despite the destruction inflicted upon it at the hands of Raime and his army, that power remained.

      Was that why Raime had his people come here?

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

      “Do you feel it?” Anda asked.

      Jakob glanced over. Anda had a connection to the ancient city, much like many of the daneamiin did. Few daneamiin had shown any willingness to fight during that time. Had they fought, would they have survived? Would the city have still stood?

      “What should I feel?” Malaya asked. The green cloak she wore was a damahne design, and it blended into the forest. It matched the one Jakob wore, the style that all of the damahne wore.

      “There was a city here once,” Jakob said. “It was… impressive. There was nothing like it anywhere else in the world. The daneamiin built it out of stone that they poured their ahmaean into, allowing the stone to flow like water.”

      “Have you seen it?” Paden asked.

      Jakob nodded. “I’ve had a vision of the city. When you get a better sense of the fibers, you can look back, and if you have connections to the daneamiin, you should take that opportunity to trace them to this place. There is incredible beauty here. I think it’s something that everyone should see.”

      “Then why would Raime have come here if he already destroyed it?” Bethanne asked.

      Jakob shook his head. “I don’t know that Raime is here, but my brother is, as are some of the other damahne they have captured.” Jakob glanced to Malaya, and a troubled expression had clouded her brow. She had spent days traveling from city to city and had rescued only a few dozen more damahne. In each city, someone had arrived before she did, and had captured as many of the potential damahne as possible. They hadn’t gone after everyone. Jakob wondered if there was an intention behind the selectivity, or if it was random. If there was some intention to it, what triggered the choice of people?

      “But there’s no city still here,” Adam said.

      No, but there was the memory of a city, and Jakob wondered if that was what Raime was interested in, or if it was something else. Could it be the power that had been here that he wanted? He had attempted to claim the ahmaean stored in the pool near the daneamiin forest, but had failed, thwarted by Jakob as he had forced that ahmaean back into the ground and away from Raime. In this place, there would be some residual ahmaean, but even that would not be much, and likely not enough to interest Raime, or would it?

      Jakob wasn’t certain that he knew what Raime would be interested in. It was possible that Raime wanted all the potential power that still remained here, but it was also possible that he had some other intent. Would he need that which was stored here to help him awaken the damahne?

      There were only a few ways for him to know, and one of them involved risking himself, going into the ancient city, and tracking down his brother and any who might be siding with him.

      Jakob glanced at the damahne assembled around him. They were all that he had managed to awaken enough to be useful. There were others still in the Tower, but they were still far too new to their abilities, and didn’t understand everything that they could do, and likely would end up hurt rather than offering any way to help. As much as he wanted to work with them, and have more numbers, he simply couldn’t.

      Then there were the daneamiin who had come, choosing to risk fighting, knowing that it might be an outcome, but also knowing that they would not be able to truly have peace unless they challenged Raime and the darkness he intended to bring.

      Would it be enough?

      Jakob had debated shifting Roelle and the warriors here, but this was not a battle for her. She had another responsibility, and he didn’t think it fair to demand that sacrifice from her after she and her people had given so much.

      “I’m going to find my brother, and I want you to be ready to hold him,” he said to Malaya.

      She nodded. This was part of the plan they had agreed to. If Scottan had learned to shift, they needed to find a way to hold him, using their ahmaean if necessary. If he didn’t know how to shift, the damahne would not have to work quite as hard. Jakob suspected that since Scottan served Raime as deeply as he did that he had learned to shift.

      He took one long look at the others with him, and shifted.

      He appeared in the midst of the fallen city.

      The rubble around him was familiar, though Jakob could remember what it had been like before it had fallen. It was a combination of what he’d seen in the past and what he could see now in the present. The ahmaean that was here pulsed against him, a vague sort of sense that he didn’t dare dip into. It was not his ahmaean but that of the daneamiin.

      That wasn’t quite right. He had ancestors who were daneamiin, so did that mean he had a right to the ahmaean that was here?

      If he had a right to it, that meant Scottan did, as well.

      What if the others Raime had brought here shared the same connection? What if that was the reason Raime had wanted them to come here? Did Raime intend for Scottan and the other damahne to access the ahmaean from the daneamiin?

      Where were the others?

      He could feel ahmaean around him that was not from this city. It came from everywhere and pushed on him.

      Jakob pushed back. This was the reason he had come here. He had chosen to risk himself in order to find his brother.

      “Scottan!”

      He kept his ahmaean tightly around him, using it as a protective barrier that prevented the captured damahne from attempting to injure him. Without knowing how powerful they had become, he didn’t know how effective it might be.

      “Scottan!” He stood in the middle of the city, atop a pile of rubble that had once been a tower in the city. It was from this tower that Jakob had attempted to rescue daneamiin during Raime’s attack. It was this tower from which he had thought to attack Raime and had failed. Jakob hadn’t been in the right form in that time, and he likely had done nothing more than alert Raime to the fact that Jakob could move along the fibers easily.

      There came no answer.

      Jakob pulled upon the ahmaean within the remains of the city.

      It came slowly, gradually, but it responded to him.

      He knew that it would as he had used that ahmaean before.

      Jakob pushed out with the ahmaean that remained within the city, the memory of what had once been here. As he did, he found the pockets around him that belonged to other damahne. There were a few that he recognized, men and women he had rescued from Chrysia, only to have lost them when they had escaped the Tower along with Scottan. There were others that he didn’t recognize, though he picked up on the connection to their ahmaean and knew that they had been awoken, much as Scottan had been.

      None of them were those he had come for.

      Where was his brother?

      Jakob unsheathed his sword and pushed his ahmaean through Neamiin. Though it was not teralin, the sword augmented his connection to ahmaean. It acted in much the same way as teralin did for the Magi, or for him when he was within the Tower.

      He stretched out with that connection to his ahmaean, and as he did, there was a presence that he recognized.

      Jakob shifted to Scottan.

      He found him underground, in a cave with negatively charged teralin all around. His brother no longer looked quite as haggard and thin, though his eyes were still sunken. A heavy cloak that reminded Jakob of visions he’d had of Raime hung on his brother’s shoulders.

      With a surge through his sword, Jakob changed the polarity of the cave.

      “You’re finally here. It took longer than I expected,” Scottan said.

      “Did you think that would hold me?” he asked his brother.

      Scottan glared at him. “I didn’t intend for anything to hold you. It was only to weaken you. The Highest would like me to bring you to him.”

      Jakob studied his brother. “I know why you do this.” He ignored the appearance of five more damahne working with Scottan. They had flickered here, shifting within the cavern deep below the ground. Had this been a place of the daneamiin, as well, or was this someplace that Raime had created?

      “You don’t know anything,” Scottan said. “If you did, you wouldn’t have made the mistake of coming here.”

      “What mistake?”

      “You came by yourself, thinking that you alone would be able to overpower all of us. The Highest has seen your arrogance, and he recognizes the way you believe yourself even stronger than he.”

      Ahmaean began to press upon Jakob, pushing off the walls of the cave. He realized he had missed some of the negatively charged teralin, and the damahne aligned with Scottan were using it against him.

      Jakob pushed back against it, resisting the ahmaean, before changing tactics. He didn’t want to push against it as much as he wanted to protect himself from it. He created a barrier around himself, holding it tightly so that even when attacked, they would not tear his connection to ahmaean away from him. He had the advantage of using his sword as a focus and drew through it in a way that helped him continue to augment his abilities.

      “Is that what you think, or what your master has told you?” Jakob asked.

      Scottan sneered at him. “Your first mistake was healing me.”

      Jakob nodded. “I see that now. I didn’t realize that you were lost from the moment Mother died.”

      Scottan’s eyes narrowed.

      Jakob ignored Scottan’s damahne approaching from around him. He needed to focus on Scottan. He was the reason Jakob had come. The others needed to either be helped or neutralized. He had not yet decided which it needed to be.

      “I walked back along the fibers,” Jakob said. “I saw your reaction to her death. I saw the way you lashed out, accepting the Deshmahne and the power they offered. How could you betray the Ur in that way?”

      “Betray the Ur? The Urmahne betrayed me! They betrayed us! They took Mother from us. And then, when I suffered with the madness, they took Father. Despite that, you still think to serve them?”

      “I serve what needs to be served.”

      “You make a mistake,” Scottan said. “The power you think you serve is false. Haven’t you discovered that already?”

      The pressure from the ahmaean all around him continued to build, Jakob wouldn’t be able to resist it for much longer. He would have to react, either pushing back, or attempting to shift away. The longer he stood here debating with his brother, allowing these others to remain with him, pushing upon him, the less likely it was that he would have any way out—at least not one that could avoid violence.

      “If you took the time to look back along the fibers, you would see the truth of what we are called to serve,” Jakob said. “You would see the way the damahne fill a necessary role. We are meant to serve as a barrier, a seal between creation and destruction.”

      “Are we? I think all you do is spew the words of those who came before you. You don’t even think about what you’re saying. Why do you think the damahne like Shoren know anything more than Raime? How could he when Raime has outlived him by hundreds of years? He has discovered much more about the nature of our purpose, and the nature of why we exist.”

      “And what is that?”

      Scottan smiled at him, and there was darkness within it.

      It was a darkness that Jakob had never seen from his brother quite as clearly as he did now. He had detected elements of it when he had walked back into his brother’s strand and had seen the first moments that Scottan had served the Deshmahne. How had his brother turned so dark? How had the man he had once idolized, the man he had once thought the greatest swordsman within Chrysia, and a person Jakob wanted nothing more than to emulate turn into the man before him now?

      “We are meant to rule.” Scottan took a step toward him and pushed ahmaean around him in a ring. It was a powerful connection to ahmaean, and much more powerful than Scottan had managed before.

      Jakob glanced at his brother and took note of markings along his hands that he hadn’t seen before. He had known him to work with the Deshmahne, but when he’d seen him last, he’d not had these same markings.

      “Who did you steal from?” Jakob asked.

      He pushed back, using his connection to the ahmaean, attempting to use the ahmaean stored within the remnants of the city, but finding the negatively charged teralin around him made it more difficult than he had anticipated. His connection was weak, and he ran the risk of losing hold on his ahmaean.

      “Steal? Stealing assumes the person this power was taken from did not offer it willingly.”

      “The Deshmahne never ask people’s permission before taking from them.”

      Scottan laughed. “You know so little but presume that you know so much. It makes you predictable, but also dangerous. You blame the Deshmahne for a certain instability, but it is you who has created instability. Had you not attacked the Deshmahne, order would have been established. There would have been no violence. The seal you think you understand so well would not be in any danger. Instead, you rail against it, as if you know better than one who has lived lifetimes longer than you could ever imagine, and lifetimes longer than you ever will live. This he has seen.”

      Jakob continued to push with his ahmaean but recognized the danger in that. The more energy he expended trying to resist his brother and the other damahne with him, the more likely he would be too weak to do anything else.

      That was what his brother expected from him.

      Jakob shook his head. “He sees nothing. I’ve made sure of that.”

      “Do you think you are the only one who has an ability to look forward along these fibers? He is not alone, and he is not without power and influence.”

      Scottan’s connection to the ahmaean—one that was now darker, and influenced by the Deshmahne connection to ahmaean—continued to constrict around Jakob.

      He couldn’t wait any longer. He needed to take his brother from here, which left him few options.

      “I’m sorry, Scottan.”

      His brother frowned.

      Jakob pulled upon the ahmaean he still had and drew it within him.

      He lunged, sweeping Neamiin in a broad arc toward the nearest of the damahne. This was a younger man, and he was not expecting Jakob to make such a move. When the sword struck the side of his head, he crumpled. The pressure he had drawn upon from his ahmaean faded.

      Jakob barely hesitated, and spun, attacking an auburn-haired woman. Like the man before her, she collapsed. He worked his way around the circle, knocking each one out in little more than a dozen heartbeats.

      When he was finished, he turned to Scottan. His brother had unsheathed a black, teralin sword that Jakob ignored.

      “You aren’t my equal,” Jakob said.

      “Are you certain? You were so interested in seeing me restored as a swordsman.”

      “Because I thought you would benefit from it. I wanted nothing more than to help you.”

      “And that was your mistake. I didn’t want to be helped.”

      Jakob sighed as his brother attacked.

      All his life, he had wanted to attain his brother’s skill level, but Jakob had surpassed Scottan long ago. The catah that Scottan used on him was not unskilled, but he didn’t have anywhere near even Endric’s ability, and Jakob had far surpassed Endric’s skill some time ago.

      He blocked Scottan and smacked the teralin sword out of his hand.

      “This isn’t what I wanted,” Jakob said.

      His brother stood in front of him, panting. “What did you want? Did you think that by healing me you would regain the family that we lost? Did you think the gods would grant you such peace after they had taken everything from us? You have this power. You can take what you want.”

      Jakob shook his head. “That’s just it. Even with this power, there are some things you cannot take, and there are some things you cannot do.” He darted forward, smacking his sword on the back of his brother’s head twice so that Scottan fell in a heap before him. He stared at his brother for a moment, before lifting him and shifting him out of the cavern and to the edge of the fallen city.
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      Jakob didn’t know how to confine his brother in a way that would hold him indefinitely, and he wasn’t willing to do anything more extreme—not yet. When Jakob appeared outside the city, the damahne and daneamiin he’d left to wait for him began pushing out with their ahmaean, using it in a circle that connected them to hold Scottan in place.

      “What happened?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob realized he still had his sword in hand and slipped it into his sheath. “They were waiting for me,” he said.

      “In the city?”

      “Beneath the city. They used teralin, thinking to influence me.”

      “Why would they be beneath the city?” Malaya asked.

      “To capture me, I suspect.”

      She frowned and turned her attention toward the city. “They would have had to know you were coming,” she said.

      “There should not be teralin beneath this place,” Anda said.

      Jakob glanced over at her. “Why wouldn’t there be?”

      “The daneamiin have never used teralin, and we have never had it in any of our homes. We have always considered it a dangerous metal that we would rather not interact with. It has caused too many problems for others over the years. We’ve seen the way the damahne have squabbled over it.”

      “There was teralin,” Jakob said. Maybe the daneamiin of old simply hadn’t been aware of its presence beneath their city. It could have been naturally occurring, yet gone undetected. Or had it been brought here intentionally?

      With the way that teralin could be used to augment ahmaean, he could imagine how Raime would have brought teralin here to attempt to augment the ahmaean stored within the city. Even the residual ahmaean would be strengthened by the presence of teralin.

      He glanced to Malaya and then to Paden and Adam. They were the best trained of the damahne and would offer him the most help. “There are five damahne remaining in that cavern. Scottan had brought them with him.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Jakob considered his options. He could leave the five damahne in that cavern, but he suspected they would have the ability to shift themselves free. If they did, they could reveal to Raime that Jakob had captured Scottan.

      “I need you to come with me.”

      “What of your brother?” Anda asked.

      Jakob let out a frustrated sigh. There was likely only one place where he would be able to confine his brother, but it meant he had to involve the daneamiin. And he might be here with other daneamiin, but he doubted Aruhn would be pleased if Jakob brought Scottan and other damahne with him to the Old Forest.

      But what other choice did he have? They needed to keep Scottan confined, and the Tower had proven ineffective at holding him—or any of the new damahne. It was never meant to prevent the damahne from shifting free of the Tower.

      He wasn’t convinced the Old Forest would be enough, either, but it had held Jostephon, though Jakob had taken his Deshmahne markings from him to weaken him.

      “I think the daneamiin will need to help with my brother, as well as with others who have been twisted by Raime.”

      Anda watched him, and her ahmaean swirled around him. “That is not something the daneamiin have ever done. We have avoided confrontation with the damahne.”

      “I understand, but I don’t know how much longer that confrontation can be avoided. I think the daneamiin need to be involved. You are all a part of this, regardless of how much you would like to remain hidden in the forest.”

      Anda watched him for a moment before turning and glancing at the other daneamiin who had come with her. “Already, there has been much change, Jakob Nialsen. I don’t know how quickly my people will be able to navigate this change.”

      “I’m afraid they won’t have much choice. If we don’t have the help of all those capable of fighting and opposing what Raime intends, we will fail just as those who came before us failed. Think about what might have happened had the daneamiin opposed Raime centuries ago. Think about what might have happened had the damahne engaged with the groeliin centuries ago.” Would they have discovered how to save the groeliin all that time ago? Would they have found a way to prevent so many Antrilii from dying?

      All factions needed to work together in order to succeed, and if they didn’t join forces, Jakob was certain their numbers would not be strong enough to defeat Raime. As his brother had claimed, Raime had planned for centuries. He was smart, and he had knowledge that they could not begin to comprehend. But Jakob had something that Raime did not. He had the perspective of someone who did not live with an old mindset.

      “You have my support, Jakob Nialsen, and I imagine that you have the support of the other daneamiin who have come here with us, but you will need to speak to Aruhn.”

      And if Aruhn refused? Did he have a plan in place for what he might do if that came to pass?

      Jakob would have to find some other way of holding his brother and the other damahne. Either that, or… He couldn’t think about the alternative. The thought of anything else made him nauseated, regardless of what his brother had done. There might come a time when he would need to, but Jakob would avoid it for as long as he could.

      “Hold him until I return,” he said.

      Anda whispered something in the ancient language that was barely audible, but the daneamiin all stepped forward, replacing the damahne in the circle around his fallen brother. They began their flickering movement that reminded him of when he had been in the Cala maah and the way the daneamiin had moved around him then. Ahmaean came together and created a barrier that would hold Scottan—at least for now.

      Jakob waited for the other damahne to join him, and when they did, he shifted, taking them to the cavern where he had encountered Scottan.

      The five damahne remained motionless.

      Surprisingly, the walls of the cave were once more negatively charged. Had he not changed the polarity when he’d been here before? He had been focused on his brother, so might not have been as thorough as he should have been.

      “What did you do to them?” Malaya asked.

      “Only what I had to in order to subdue them,” Jakob said.

      “I feel the pressure of teralin here,” Adam said.

      Jakob nodded. It was good they were able to recognize the teralin. He knew that Malaya could detect it, but he didn’t know that the other damahne had already begun to develop the ability.

      If they could, could he use them to help with the groeliin? Novan had suggested that Jakob had something else he needed to be involved with, but it might be faster for the damahne to help the groeliin than to have the Antrilii—and Isandra—work with them. “This is the negatively charged teralin, and that’s what they used to try to influence me. Maybe even prevent me from escaping.” If Scottan and his damahne drew power from the negatively charged teralin, it was possible they would have needed it to overpower him. “See if you can detect what I do here.”

      Jakob pushed on the teralin, using his connection to ahmaean to change the polarity. He did it slowly, easing outward so that he emphasized the effort involved.

      Adam frowned but nodded slowly as he did. “I detect… something.”

      Jakob pressed his hand on the now positively charged teralin. “There was a time when the damahne didn’t know how to change the polarity of the metal. In its neutral form, it prevents shifting. I don’t think the earliest damahne knew how to change the polarity so they could avoid the impact of the metal.”

      Malaya stopped in front of the wall and pressed her hands on the metal. Teralin in its positive form was warm, but not nearly as hot as it was when neutral. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply, before letting it out in a sigh. “I have memories of a time when they worked with the metal,” she said. “They’re there, as if they are my memories, but I know that they aren’t.”

      “What kind of memories do you have?” Jakob asked.

      She tensed, and he could practically feel the anguish in her. “There was disagreement. There were some who felt the metal should be used, and others who felt it should be abandoned.” She opened her eyes and looked over at Jakob. “They fought over it, didn’t they?”

      “I don’t have the same memories as you do, and I haven’t seen nearly as much as you have with regard to the teralin. I know that wars were fought over it, though I don’t think the damahne were the ones who fought those wars.” From what Jakob had been able to determine, the damahne hadn’t fought each other.

      “Maybe we should leave it alone,” Paden said. “If this metal caused trouble in the past, what if it causes trouble with us now?”

      Jakob understood the concern. It was one he shared. He didn’t want the damahne to battle over teralin, not when there were so many other things for them to be concerned with. “It’s different,” Jakob said. “When teralin had caused fighting, the damahne were only just beginning to understand how it could be used. Now we know.”

      “Which means we should be even more careful with it,” Adam said.

      Jakob considered the other damahne. He remembered discussions about teralin from visions he’d had when he had walked back along the fibers, enough that he knew that arguing with Adam and Paden would be pointless. He didn’t want to argue with them anyway. They needed to work together, and any division between them would only further what Raime was hoping to do.

      “I think it’s good for us to be aware of it,” he said. “The more we know, the better we will be able to counter it if you come across the negatively charged teralin.”

      “What happens if we do come across it?” Adam asked.

      “If we come across it, we have to be careful that any negatively charged teralin is changed to positive polarity. Otherwise, being near it can change your thinking. You can begin to doubt yourself, and even become violent.”

      He joined Malaya at the wall, pressing his hands against it. He detected the power in the wall. Surprisingly, the teralin began felt cooler to the touch. It was shifting back, once more changing its polarity from the positive to the negative.

      “How?”

      Malaya glanced over at him. “What is it?”

      Jakob focused on the teralin. He’d never encountered teralin that would resist changing polarity. Maybe this didn’t resist. Could it be that there was someone nearby who actively opposed the work that he was doing?

      If so, they needed to be ready.

      Jakob unsheathed his sword.

      “Can you detect the way the teralin is changing? The teralin I had changed from negative to positive is changing back, becoming negatively charged. It continues to push on me.”

      Malaya pressed her palms against the metal again, and her eyes widened. “I feel it. Who’s doing this?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t tell from the way the metal is shifting.” And that bothered him. If this was someone else pushing against them, then it was someone gifted with manipulating the polarity of teralin. If not someone else, it meant the metal was pushing back, and he needed to understand why. Teralin had never resisted in this way before.

      Why would it resist him now?

      It troubled him that teralin was behaving differently than what he’d come to understand about the metal. It shouldn’t push back against him, but the more Jakob pushed, the more he sensed the resistance there. It didn’t seem to stem from any particular person, which meant it likely came from the metal itself.

      Jakob continued to draw more of his ahmaean. As the teralin changed back to a positive polarity, he used it to augment his ability, but it didn’t respond quite as well as it normally did.

      He pulled on more of his ahmaean, forcing it into the metal, and drew even more.

      It still failed to behave the way that he knew it should.

      Jakob released his connection to it, letting out a frustrated sigh. 

      The others with him watched but said nothing. He slammed his sword back into its sheath. “Let’s take these damahne from here,” he said.

      “You wanted to take them to some forest?” Malaya asked.

      “The Old Forest. The forest itself has power which will help confine them.”

      He hoped the daneamiin were willing to do that.

      And there was something else he needed to do. He needed to understand more about teralin so that he could figure out why it didn’t react to him the way he thought it should. He needed to understand why the damahne had feared teralin. Were those two things related?

      They were questions he did not have the answers to.

      Jakob grabbed two of the fallen damahne and shifted them free of the cavern. As he did, he felt the pressure of the teralin as it returned to the negative polarity. His questions would be answered somewhere else, in another time.

      The Old Forest had a sense of age to it, and each time Jakob shifted there, he sensed resistance. He was always able to overcome it, but it required effort and focus. His repeated visits to the forest did nothing to change that.

      Anda flickered away when he appeared in the heart of the Old Forest, and when she returned, Aruhn came with her. The old daneamiin looked from Jakob to the damahne, and sorrow filled his eyes.

      “You should not be here like this, Jakob Nialsen,” Aruhn said.

      “I would not if there were any alternative. I need your help.”

      “We have already offered the help we can. We hold—”

      “I know that you hold the Eldest and that this is different.”

      “What you ask now is that we restrain damahne. Have you learned nothing from walking back along the fibers? Have you learned nothing of our past?”

      “This has nothing to do with your past. This has everything to do with the possibilities of your future.”

      “It has everything to do with our past. We were cast away by the damahne because they feared us. You asking my people to hold damahne only reinforces that fear.”

      Jakob regretted this was necessary. “There is no other place I know of that will hold them. I tried the Tower, but my brother was able to escape, and that was before he began to fully understand his abilities.”

      “Your brother?” Aruhn looked at the bound damahne again and began to shake his head slowly. “Jakob Nialsen, I am sorry.”

      “The damahne are divided still,” Jakob said. “As they were when your people were cast out, they remain divided. Raime serves one of the damahne.”

      “You have seen this?”

      “I have seen enough.” Somehow, he would have to learn who Raime served so that he could counter him, but whoever it was had managed to evade him for now. “We all need to work together so that we can overcome him.”

      Aruhn looked at the motionless damahne before looking up at the daneamiin who helped hold them. He let out a sad sigh. “What choice do we have? You have already convinced my people to help. Even if I were to suggest otherwise, they have made a choice. They have decided to prove your ancestors were right.”

      Before Jakob had a chance to object, Aruhn turned and flickered away, leaving Jakob watching with a heavy heart. It pained him that Aruhn felt the way that he did, and it pained him to think that Aruhn might be right. Worse, there was nothing that he could do or say otherwise, not when he needed their help.

      Anda sent a streamer of ahmaean toward him, but Jakob felt none of the warmth that he normally would. Within it, he detected only uncertainty, and he shared that uncertainty with her.
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      Isandra trailed the groeliin as it made its way through the mountains. The creature remained just as large as it had been before, but it was slimmer now, taking on less of a monstrous appearance, and had become almost manlike. Wind gusted around her, pulling at her cloak, and brought the piney scents of the forest that surrounded her to her nostrils.

      She remained crouched, her merahl prowling nearby, with Jassan and Novan flanking her.

      The other Antrilii had returned to Farsea.

      “It seems to have some control of its ahmaean,” Novan said.

      “Why do you say that?” she asked.

      “The way that it pushes itself off the rock,” Novan said. “There is a certain movement to it. It reminds me of…”

      The historian shook his head. They had been following the groeliin for the last day, ever since it had left the cavern and began heading toward the south. The smaller groeliin had come with it, though there was less of a change to the smaller groeliin than what they’d seen with the larger.

      “What does it remind you of?” Isandra asked him.

      “It makes no sense, but the creature reminds me of another type of being, one that I never would have connected to the groeliin.”

      They continued to loop around the trail, following the groeliin as it circled the rock. So far, the two creatures had barely slowed, continuing to move progressively faster to the south, the smaller groeliin simply following behind the larger. Was it searching for other groeliin? Or was there some other reason for this creature to head in this direction?

      “Where do you think they’re going?” Jassan asked. He had asked the question several times already and seemed frustrated that Novan didn’t have an answer. How could he? Especially since they still didn’t know whether the groeliin had truly been changed.

      Yet neither groeliin had attempted to attack. That much implied that something was different, though Isandra wasn’t sure what.

      “You know these mountains as well as anyone,” Novan said. “Where do you think the creatures might be heading?”

      “This leads to the heart of the mountain range. There is little there other than more groeliin.”

      “If it heads toward the other groeliin, it might be doing so simply out of habit,” Isandra said.

      “Or it could be going to find the other groeliin so that they can return it to the way it had been,” Jassan said.

      “If that’s the case, we might be able to find where the groeliin remain.”

      “The groeliin don’t stay in any one place.”

      “Some have said the same about the Antrilii,” Novan said.

      “Some have said it only because that’s what the Antrilii wanted.”

      Novan shrugged. “Perhaps the same can be said regarding the groeliin.”

      “The groeliin don’t have enough foresight to do such a thing,” Jassan said.

      “I think from what we’ve seen of the groeliin, it is quite evident that we don’t know nearly what we think we do about them.”

      Jassan looked troubled but said nothing. They continued onward, following the two groeliin as they made their way along the path weaving through the mountains. The groeliin moved quickly, heading over the rocky ground, picking a way that Jassan seemed surprised by, if only because of the difficulty of the path.

      Isandra glanced over at him from time to time, noting him to be silent and somewhat reserved. There was something about following the groeliin like this that troubled him, but she wouldn’t push him to see what it was.

      The day passed much like that. They barely took any breaks, wanting to keep pace with the groeliin and not daring to let the creatures get too far ahead of them. Every so often, the merahl would range ahead, leaving them for a time before bounding back and vocalizing softly. It was enough for Isandra to know that the groeliin continued in the same direction and that they remained paired as they were, not separating.

      Any hope for relief that might come at night was dashed when the groeliin continued to make their way through the mountains long after the sun had set.

      “It will be dangerous for us to continue to follow them,” Jassan said.

      “If we don’t, we won’t know where they’re headed.” Isandra peered into the darkness, thankful for the enhanced eyesight the Magi possessed. Jassan—and likely Novan, for that matter—would also possess enhanced eyesight.

      “I understand, but it makes it unsafe. A single misstep…”

      Isandra had taken a misstep like that before and had nearly careened off the side of the mountain. Had it not been for the merahl, she likely would have.

      “I agree with Isandra,” Novan said. “I was asked to understand the groeliin, and this is the closest I’ve come to ever seeing something that will help us piece together what the groeliin intend.”

      Isandra glanced over at him, wondering again what it meant that this young man—Jakob—had asked Novan to understand the groeliin. It surprised her that Novan would allow himself to be directed by anyone, especially someone who had once been his apprentice.

      “If he wants to understand the groeliin the way that you describe, why isn’t he here?” Isandra asked.

      “Jakob has many responsibilities now.”

      “Such as?”

      “The last I heard, he was working with those who had fallen victim to the madness, trying to salvage what he could of them.”

      Isandra frowned. The madness was a strange illness, and she’d heard of it afflicting people scattered throughout the north at least, but if it was like any other illness, it would likely be found elsewhere. The Magi had discovered very little about it, other than that nothing could be done for those it took. Haerlin had brought word from his travels outside of the city, stating that he had risked a visit with those afflicted with the madness but had seen nothing.

      If this Jakob had managed to help those people, did that mean he truly was one of the gods?

      Isandra struggled with what that might mean, and with the possibility that Novan knew a god.

      “What happens when he salvages them?”

      Novan’s brow furrowed, and he shook his head. From the tightness around his eyes, she could tell there was something he wasn’t sharing with her, but what would it be? Why would there be something he would conceal from her about the madness?

      “That’s up to Jakob. All I can do is ensure that I fulfill the task he asked of me.”

      “Why do you think he asked this task of you?”

      Novan shook his head again, and once more, Isandra had the sense that there was something he wasn’t sharing with her.

      Rather than pushing, she continued trailing after the groeliin, keeping hidden in the shadows. It became easier the longer they traveled, now that the darkness could hide her, she no longer had to worry about the groeliin seeing her outlined against the rock. Her cloak helped with that—especially as it was Antrilii-made and specially designed to help conceal one against the rock, but movement was easier to spot than her remaining still. If the groeliin noticed her chasing them, would they take a different tact? Would they head somewhere else?

      So far, there was no sign that they had noticed.

      The only thing that she had noticed was that every so often, the groeliin would pause, and she would feel pressure against her.

      The first few times it happened, she wasn’t entirely certain what it was that she detected, but the longer they went, especially now at night, she became more aware that this came from the manehlin that circled the groeliin. The power they now possessed—no longer darkened, but still present—would occasionally stretch out from them and touch her, as well as the others with her.

      It was late at night, and they paused on a rock shelf, with the moon shining fat and full high overhead. The groeliin had finally slowed. She sensed the same pressure from them again, and the sense of their manehlin washing away from them. But this time, Isandra was certain it was directed toward her. Her own manehlin reverberated softly, echoing with the sense that came from the groeliin.

      “Does either of you feel that?” she asked in a whisper.

      The merahl sniffed and let out a soft sound.

      “What should we be feeling?” Novan asked. The historian crouched toward the edge of the rock, dangerously close to the edge. He gripped his staff in his hand and leaned forward, inhaling deeply of mountain air. Novan had become increasingly silent the longer they traveled. She still waited for him to share more about this young man who had task him with chasing down the groeliin, but Novan had not revealed any more information.

      “It’s their connection to the manehlin.”

      Novan glanced over his shoulder at her, frowning. “You can feel it from here?”

      She nodded. Jassan pressed up against her shoulder, and she was thankful for his warmth, thankful for the simple fact of his presence. Had he not come with her, she still would have come, and she appreciated the fact that he hadn’t argued with her about her desire to follow the groeliin.

      Was she forcing him to do something that he shouldn’t? Did her requesting him to travel outside of the city and to venture into the mountains with her on this foolish chase require that he abandon something of the Antrilii?

      She hoped not, but it was possible. He had been pressured to do many things that were different for him. When Nahrsin had led the Antrilii south, Jassan had willingly gone, knowing that it would benefit his people. When he returned, he had risked himself once again to understand the timing of the breeding, something she still wasn’t certain they had answers for. And now, he was willing to come with her, braving the possibility that they might encounter a horde—or hordes—of groeliin with only the three of them. And for what? For the possibility that she was right about the groeliin, and that they could be salvaged?

      Was that worth it to him?

      Was it worth it to the Antrilii to possibly lose one of their great leaders in this pursuit?

      Jassan took her hand and squeezed. As he did, his manehlin washed over her, mingling with hers.

      She had felt a similar sensation before, but it was rare. The last time came when they had decided to return to the Antrilii lands, leaving Vasha, so that she could see what she could do to help with the groeliin.

      With it, there came a sense of understanding and a sense of purpose. The purpose came from Jassan, and she could tell it was intentional. He wanted her to know that everything he did still served his purpose as Antrilii.

      She squeezed his hand. “Do you feel it?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re detecting, but it’s nothing that I’m picking up on. If it’s related to the groeliin, I trust that you have sensed something about them that we should be careful with.”

      “When we had them in the cavern, when I was using the staff and the swords and the entire teralin within the cavern, I couldn’t detect them quite like this. Whatever it is, there is a sense of closeness.”

      Now that she was putting words to it, she understood what she had picked up on. Was that why she was able to detect the manehlin from the groeliin when the others could not? Was it because she was the one who had helped change their polarity, or was there something else? Had the attempt changed something within her?

      “I don’t like the fact that you are feeling a closeness to the groeliin.”

      “It’s not like that,” Isandra said. “It’s more of an understanding.”

      “If you have this understanding, then can you tell what they intend? Do you know where they’re heading?” Jassan asked.

      Were it only that simple. She pushed out with her own sense of manehlin, trying to connect to the groeliin, and yet she did so cautiously, not wanting to raise their alertness, not wanting them to know that she was present. If they became aware of her, would they try to attack?

      That didn’t seem likely. The groeliin had not shown any intention to attack. If they were going to do so, they would have back in the cavern, but they had been almost peaceful.

      Why had they chosen this direction? Why come here, if they really were to remain peaceful?

      The groeliin started moving once more. Isandra stood and nodded. The merahl sniffed.

      “They’re continuing forward,” she said.

      “The same direction?” Novan asked.

      “It seems that.” She paused. “You don’t see them?”

      “I see them, but they are little more than shapes moving in the darkness.” He glanced to Jassan, who nodded.

      Why could she see them more clearly? Why were they more than outlines in the darkness? To her, the groeliin appeared clear, their shapes distinct as they made their way along the mountainside. Was it the manehlin—or her potential connection to it—that allowed her to see them? Or was there something else?

      She sighed and continued onward.

      Isandra had to take the lead, guiding them through the mountains. The groeliin moved at a steady pace, no longer hurrying along the rocks as they had before. It made it easier for them to follow, and Isandra had a sense that was intentional. Could the groeliin want them to track them?

      The longer she went, the more she began to suspect that they were aware of her presence. They might not be aware of Novan and Jassan, but there was too much pressure upon her manehlin for it to be accidental. Whatever else, the groeliin knew she was here.

      They traveled through the night, and Isandra began to grow tired and was forced to draw upon her manehlin for energy. It was an easier way to alertness, something she had not been able to do when she had hunted the groeliin with Jassan before regaining her connection to her Mageborn abilities. With this, she was able to pull on those abilities, and her manehlin, and use them to give her additional strength.

      The sun started to rise above the horizon, granting colors in the sky. Jassan and Novan followed her silently, and the merahl occasionally brushed up against her. Every time the merahl did, Isandra had a surge of energy, as if the merahl were granting her additional strength.

      When that happened, she smiled and patted her companion.

      They paused near a stream to get a drink when the groeliin paused. The creatures’ pace slowed, as if compensating for the fact that her pace seemed to slow, and her energy began to wane. Every so often, she would glance back at Novan, and would see a troubled expression on his face, but he said nothing. Jassan remained silent, as well, though she hadn’t expected much from him.

      It was about midday when the groeliin stopped moving again.

      “What is it?” Novan asked, breaking the silence that had lasted for most of the morning.

      “They’ve halted.” She studied them where they stood, overlooking a peak.

      Isandra stared at the groeliin, looking for any movement, but she noted none.

      She waited, and as she watched them, there came a surge of power, a washing of energy from them.

      Not from both of them. It came primarily from the larger groeliin, the one that had been the swordmaster. When it hit her, it rolled over her, leaving her tingling and breathless.

      “What happened?” Jassan asked.

      Isandra shook her head. What had happened? She didn’t know that she could explain what it was, only that she had felt a massive buildup of power, and that it seemed to direct her.

      “They want us to wait.”

      “How do you know?” Jassan asked. Novan was watching her strangely, but he said nothing.

      “Because I feel it from the way they connected to me with their manehlin,” she said.

      “What does that mean?” Jassan asked.

      Isandra shook her head. She didn’t know but worried that she should.
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      Night had fallen, and Isandra still hadn’t seen the groeliin begin to move. What were they waiting for? They sat on the rocky ridgeline, staring down at something on the far side. She hadn’t detected anything from their manehlin since the last time, nothing that would alert her in the same way that it had before.

      Wind gusted, a cool breeze coming out of the north, and she pulled her cloak tightly around her.

      Her merahl companion rested at her feet, occasionally lifting her head and sniffing. Other times, she would stand and bound away only to return a short time later. Each time she did, she came back seemingly satisfied. The only message that Isandra had from the merahl was that the groeliin they followed did not approach.

      How long would they wait here? Her stomach rumbled, and her mouth was dry from thirst. They were ill prepared for a journey of this length, but they had ventured willingly, so that they could follow these two groeliin, to see what the rest of the groeliin intended. Jassan had been restless, and she had a sense that he would prefer to have gone somewhere else, whether that was to return, or whether that meant him finding what the groeliin watched, she didn’t know.

      “They’re waiting for something,” Novan said.

      “What do you think they’re waiting for?” Jassan asked.

      The historian shook his head. “I don’t know. Have you seen the groeliin behave like this before?”

      “I’ve not,” Jassan said. “Then again, I’ve not seen groeliin that weren’t intent to attack before, either. Isandra has changed much, hasn’t she?”

      Novan watched her, before finally nodding. “She has.”

      Isandra stared at the groeliin, trying to decide what she needed to do. Novan was right. They were waiting for something. Or maybe it was that they were waiting for someone.

      “I’m going to get closer,” she said.

      Jassan grabbed her wrist. “Do you think that’s wise?”

      “I don’t think any of this is wise,” she said with a smile. “I think that it’s needed. We need to see if there’s anything the groeliin are doing that we can explain. We need to understand if there’s some reason for them to be waiting there.”

      “She’s right,” Novan said.

      They picked their way down the mountain slope, moving as quietly as possible in the darkness. The merahl bounded ahead of her, guiding her steps. When they reached the floor of the valley before them, Isandra hurried across, reaching the other side where she could climb quickly up. As she climbed, she felt pressure from the groeliin again.

      This was against her manehlin and enough pressure that she recognized the warning.

      She raised her hand, using a signal that Jassan used with his Antrilii, a marker to slow and wait.

      She glanced back, making certain that they didn’t push forward. Both of them paused, waiting for her.

      Isandra continued carefully along the rocks, climbing with her body pressed against stone, trying to move as silently as possible. The merahl jumped ahead of her, showing her which rocks would be stable. She appreciated the presence of the merahl and the way that her companion guided her.

      Isandra reached a flat section where she could stand. She looked down and noted Jassan and Novan looking up at her, waiting. Once again, she signaled with her hand, motioning to them to wait.

      Still feeling the pressure from the groeliin, she continued forward slowly. The air carried the stink of their scent, and she felt a trembling within her chest, a nervous energy. She was close to them—much closer than she probably should be.

      Despite that, she didn’t feel afraid. If they had wanted to attack, they could have done so in the cavern—or at any point during this journey—but they had not.

      Isandra continued creeping forward. The merahl remained at her side, not ranging ahead of her now. She sniffed the air, and her ears twitched; her short tail remained stiff, a sign that the merahl was ready to bound off at any moment.

      A shape appeared on the rock.

      Isandra froze.

      It was the large groeliin.

      The creature stood there, not moving closer to her, not making any sort of threatening gesture, but simply stood apart from her.

      Manehlin stretched away from it, and she recognized the energy within it. It was similar to what she possessed, and it flowed away from the groeliin, and reached her. Much like it did when Jassan connected to her, there was a message within the connection. What message was the groeliin trying to give her? It seemed as if she should understand, but there was enough strangeness to it that she didn’t know whether she could.

      They had waited for her. That much she believed. The groeliin wanted her to approach.

      Isandra did so, moving carefully. She kept one hand close to the hilt of her sword, prepared to unsheathe if need be, but hoping that it would not be. She stopped only a few paces away from the groeliin.

      “You don’t want to harm me, do you?” she asked.

      The groeliin made a strange sound, one that was different from the hissing that the groeliin had typically vocalized. This was almost a word, and Isandra had a sense that she should recognize it.

      “What is it? What is here that you would like me to see?”

      The groeliin made the strange sound once more, and Isandra tipped her head, frowning as she tried to understand what else might be buried within the sound, something that would tell her what the groeliin wanted her to know.

      She couldn’t tell, not in this way.

      Was there another way? Could she use her manehlin in such a way that it would allow her to understand what the groeliin was trying to share?

      She pushed out with it, sending it in a tight connection that reached the groeliin, and washed over it. As she began to withdraw, the groeliin’s manehlin connected to hers, and held.

      Isandra’s eyes widened slightly. She couldn’t withdraw her manehlin from the groeliin.

      That had never happened to her before. Always when there was a connection, there was an ability to withdraw, but the groeliin made it so that she could not.

      Rather than fighting, she waited, trying to determine if there was something the groeliin wanted from her, or if it would try to overpower her. If needed, she could use her teralin sword to augment her connection to the manehlin, but she didn’t have a sense of fear from what the groeliin was doing, only an uncertainty.

      The manehlin flowed to her, but then flowed back to the groeliin.

      This time, when the groeliin made the odd sound, she understood.

      “They are coming,” the groeliin said.

      Isandra’s breath caught. The creature could talk?

      “Who is coming?”

      “The others are coming.” Though Isandra heard it as words that she understood, she recognized the groeliin used a strange, guttural way of speaking.

      She waited for more information, hoping the groeliin would explain more of what it meant, but it did not. The creature turned away from her, then made its way toward the ledge looking over the next valley.

      Isandra approached carefully and stood next to the groeliin. It was a strange sensation for her to be this close to the groeliin, and for her to be unconcerned about the proximity. Yet as she stood here, she realized that, much as she suspected, the groeliin had changed. The creature was taller and had taken on more of a manlike shape.

      “Who are you expecting to be here?” she asked the groeliin.

      They remain connected—their manehlin tied together—and she had a slight concern that she wouldn’t be able to separate from the groeliin, that it would always remain connected to her. What would happen to her if that were the case? Would she always be bound to the groeliin? Would she always be aware of the creature, or would distance make a difference?

      “Not expecting. They are coming.”

      Isandra followed the direction of the groeliin’s gaze but saw nothing moving through the mountains.

      The merahl yelped softly behind her, and she turned, noting her merahl companion watching her with caution. The merahl didn’t come too close to the groeliin, though Isandra wondered whether that was because the merahl feared the groeliin, or because she did not want to scare them?

      “You are different,” she said to the groeliin.

      “You made me different,” the creature said.

      “I don’t know what I did. I don’t know what impact it had on you.”

      “You took away… anger.”

      “Did it hurt?”

      “Change is always painful,” the groeliin said.

      “Did this change cause you significant pain?” She remembered the groeliin hissing at her as she had forced the teralin—or the sense of the teralin—within the groeliin.

      “It was very painful.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The groeliin grunted. “No need for sorry. The anger is gone.”

      The smaller groeliin was about a dozen steps below her, standing on another ledge, remaining motionless. “What of that one?”

      “He is uncertain. You took the anger from him, as well, but now, he does not know what he is meant to do.”

      “What were you meant to do before?”

      The groeliin turned toward her, and for a moment, she felt a flicker of fear. There was darkness that passed behind the groeliin’s eyes, but then it was gone. “Destroy. We were taught how to destroy.”

      “Who taught you to fight with the sword?”

      “The master taught.”

      “The master?” Did the groeliin mean the High Priest? How could Isandra ask that question? It seemed difficult to convey to the groeliin what she meant, and difficult to convey the sense of the High Priest.

      “The master taught anger. The master taught how to fight.”

      “Your kind has not been known to fight with swords before.”

      The groeliin stared at her, and there was a flickering sense in the creature’s gaze. “Before. I do not know this.”

      “How do you know how to speak?”

      “We speak, but others don’t listen. We have tried to speak to them before.”

      “How do you speak to me?”

      “Your gift.”

      “Which gift was that?” Was it only about the manehlin? If so, was it possible for her to now understand other groeliin?

      She couldn’t imagine what other groeliin might say, and couldn’t imagine the anger they would have, especially at what they had experienced. She had no doubt the groeliin had suffered, but then again, they were often the instigator.

      “The gift of peace. You gave peace.”

      She heard movement behind her and turned. Jassan and Novan had crept up the rock wall and stood at a measured distance behind her, watching to see whether she was in any danger. Jassan kept his hands near the hilt of his sword, and Novan had his staff gripped in both hands, as if he intended to dart forward and crash it into the groeliin.

      “Isandra?” Jassan asked.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      “What… what are you doing?”

      “I’m speaking to the groeliin.”

      Jassan glanced to Novan, but the historian kept his focus on Isandra. “How are you able to speak to the groeliin?” Novan asked.

      “There is a connection between our manehlin. I don’t know how to explain any more than that, but that connection allows me to understand the groeliin.”

      “Does that connection allow you to speak the same way as the groeliin?” Novan asked.

      “Speak?”

      Novan nodded.

      Was that what she had been doing? She didn’t think that she had, but how else would the groeliin have understood her?

      “The groeliin tells me others are coming.”

      “Other groeliin?” Novan asked.

      “I don’t know. Some others. The groeliin doesn’t seem to know.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true. She didn’t know whether the groeliin didn’t know—or simply wasn’t able to tell her.

      “Are you in any danger?” Jassan asked.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t think the groeliin wants to harm me. He tells me that he was trained by his master to use the sword, and that I took away the anger within him when I changed the polarity of teralin. He said that I gave him peace.”

      “Peace?” Novan asked.

      Isandra nodded. “Why? Is that significant in some way?”

      Novan tapped his staff on the ground and looked at the groeliin, seeming to see him for the first time. His brow furrowed as he studied the groeliin, and his mouth pressed into a tight line. He tapped his staff on the ground once more, and power surged from it that washed over the groeliin. When it retreated, the groeliin looked back at Novan.

      “He does not have to test me,” the groeliin said.

      Novan’s eyes went wide. “I… I understood.”

      Isandra nodded. “Did you attempt to connect your manehlin to him?”

      “I didn’t attempt to connect mine but to see what connection had formed between yours and his. When I did, it was as if—”

      Isandra nodded. “It was as if the connection to manehlin was grabbed by the groeliin.”

      “Yes,” Novan said. “What does that mean?”

      Isandra considered the groeliin. “I don’t know.”

      “They come.” This came from the smaller groeliin, and in a softer voice than the larger one spoke with. If the larger one was right, this groeliin was uncertain about its role, and that was a sentiment that she fully understood. With everything that had happened to her, she remained uncertain about her role. There was less of that now, as more time passed since having regained her Magi abilities, but she still didn’t know where she fit in. She was a Mage, and now she was married to an Antrilii, but she didn’t see how she could fit within both worlds. Maybe she was never meant to. Maybe she needed to find her own pathway, one that was different from both, but what would that mean for Jassan?

      “Who comes?” Isandra asked the larger groeliin again.

      “They come.”

      She stepped up to the ledge, standing next to the larger groeliin. From here, she noted the rocks around her and saw movement in the distance.

      Her breath caught.

      Down in the valley, there were dozens of groeliin, and each of them was massive, nearly the same size as the tall groeliin she stood next to. All were armed with swords. A swarm of smaller groeliin were with them, probably a hundred in total, and they moved quickly.

      The merahl howled softly. It was a reminder for caution, a plea for Isandra. What did the merahl think she might do?

      “That’s who you’ve been waiting for?” she asked. Was this some sort of trap? She hadn’t expected the groeliin to lead her into a trap, but it had always been a possibility. And after talking with the groeliin, she hadn’t expected that she would be in any danger, but maybe she had misread the circumstances regarding the groeliin. Maybe it had only brought her here in order to capture her—or find a way to destroy her.

      With that number of groeliin, there wouldn’t be anything they could do to counter them. There were too many creatures, far too many for her to manage on her own, even with Jassan and Novan.

      Isandra stepped back, looking up at the massive groeliin that towered over her.

      The groeliin looked at her, and she wondered if that was a flicker of darkness in its eyes, or if it was something else. “They have come,” the groeliin said. “Now you must bring them peace, as well.”
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      “The groeliin wants me to help the others,” she said.

      They had climbed down the side of the rock, making it so that they could blend into the mountain a little better, their cloaks wrapped around them. A cool breeze gusted, but it wasn’t nearly as biting and cold as it was higher up in the mountains. The air held the stink of the groeliin, and a dark haze filled the valley below where the groeliin had paused. They seemed to be waiting for something, too.

      “How do you know it’s not a trap?” Jassan said.

      “I don’t.”

      Novan leaned on his staff, and she noted the length of it glowing softly, manehlin poured into the staff, though he didn’t move. “How do you expect to move enough power to help them?” Novan asked.

      Isandra stared into the valley, wondering the same thing. When she’d helped the large groeliin, when she had shifted it, somehow forcing the change in polarity, she had done so inside one of the caverns, and had required the assistance of the teralin in its walls —and Novan’s staff—to be successful. Without something similar—a place much like that where she could keep the groeliin trapped—it seemed there would be no way for her to have success. More than that, when she had done it before, there had been the ring of teralin-forged swords. She would not have those since the rest of the Antrilii had returned to Farsea.

      “I don’t think I can,” she said.

      “You must help them. You need to bring them peace.” The groeliin had not moved, still standing on the edge of the rock.

      “Do you know them? Is that why you want me to help them?”

      “They are my clan. You must help them.”

      Isandra stared, struggling with the request. How could she help when there was not enough power for her to do so? How could she make a difference? Yet how could she not try? She had made a difference with this groeliin. Whatever else she had done, she had changed this creature, and had shifted the groeliin from a violent creature into something else. If she could do that with one groeliin, could she not do it with others? Could she not create an entire clan of saved groeliin?

      “Do you remember what we did to save you?” she asked the groeliin.

      “You had to break me to bring me peace.”

      “We had to capture you,” Isandra said. “We had to take you to a place where there was enough power for me to help you. I don’t know of a place like that here.” She glanced at Jassan, and he shook his head. He didn’t know this part of the mountains nearly as well as he had the section of the mountains where they had helped the groeliin.

      “There is such a place.”

      She glanced back once more, frowning at the groeliin. “A place like the one where we helped you?”

      “There is such a place,” the groeliin said again.

      If she could find a place like that, the next step would be finding a way to capture them one at a time.

      “We would need your help,” she said.

      “They are my clan,” the groeliin said.

      “Does that mean you will help?”

      “I will do what is necessary to help them.”

      “Show us a cavern like the one where you were healed,” Novan said.

      The historian had not spoken much to the groeliin, and Isandra had the sense that it troubled him that he should be able to do so. She still had her connection to the groeliin, the manehlin having mingled, remaining connected. Would it stay like that indefinitely? Or would there be a change, some way for her to separate the groeliin’s connection to her?

      She wasn’t entirely certain that was what she wanted. Having that connection allowed her to understand the groeliin. If that connection faded, she would no longer be able to speak to the groeliin, would she?

      “You will have to follow,” the groeliin said.

      It started down the side of the mountain, and Isandra began to follow, but Jassan grabbed her wrist, slowing her. “I don’t know that we can trust this creature,” he said.

      “It hasn’t given us any reason to not trust it.”

      “Other than the fact that it is a groeliin?”

      “That’s not a reason not to trust. It’s been healed. If you would try to connect to it, if you would use your manehlin, you would be able to speak to it, as well.”

      Jassan looked over at the groeliin as it made its way down the rock, remaining concealed and separate enough from the others that it at least would not place them in danger—yet.

      “I don’t know that I want to speak to that creature.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I believe you, Isandra. I believe that you think to understand. That is what drew me to you from the very beginning. You have a mind that wants nothing more than to understand the things that are taking place around you. But I fear that you are giving these creatures much more credit than they deserve.”

      “I’m not giving it any more credit than it deserves, I’m giving it the necessary credit so that I understand as much as I can.” She placed her free hand on top of Jassan’s. “Imagine if this works,” she told him. “Imagine if we are somehow able to help the groeliin and if we can somehow change them so that they are no longer a threat to us. What would happen if we could restore an entire clan of groeliin?”

      “How long would that take?” Jassan asked. “I know how long it took you to do what you did with these two, and I know how weakened you were. What happens when you try to do the same with another?” He looked down toward the groeliin congregated far below them. “There are dozens of the large groeliin—the kind that took you more effort than the smaller one. Do you think you can somehow work your way through them, saving them before they manage to either attack us or continue onward?”

      She sighed. “I think that I have to try.”

      Novan had been watching them, and nodded, scrambling down the rock face to follow the groeliin.

      “Please, Jassan. Help me with this. What better way would there be to serve the gods than to return their creatures to them?”

      He considered her for a long moment before letting out a soft laugh. “You will turn my faith against me, will you?”

      “No. I would never do that. I would have you use your faith to make everything around you stronger.”

      He nodded and released her arm.

      Isandra started down the side of the rock, making her way toward the groeliin. Novan was farther ahead of her—enough so that she had to hurry to catch up to him. When she did, she noted that he was staring at a spot farther along the mountain from her.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Can you sense it?”

      “Sense what?”

      “I think I understand what the groeliin intends for you to see.”

      “What is that?”

      Novan shook his head. “Come with me. This is better for you to see.”

      They continued down the rock, and an opening appeared. Isandra paused outside but sensed her connection to the groeliin inside it. This was where the groeliin had gone, and this was where she needed to go.

      But there was something else that she detected, and she thought this something else was what Novan had wanted her to be aware of. There was pressure, and she didn’t know if it was pressure upon her senses from the groeliin and its manehlin, or if this came from some other source.

      It took a moment for her to realize that it was teralin.

      “It’s all negatively charged,” she said.

      “You feel it,” Novan said.

      “I didn’t know what it was that I was detecting, but now that I do… I feel it.”

      Why would the groeliin bring her to this place? Why would the groeliin want her to come to a place full of negatively charged teralin—unless it was using this as some way to harm them.

      She didn’t think that was the case.

      Isandra started forward.

      Novan followed, but he tapped his staff as he went, a soft sound that reverberated off of the rock. As he did, she felt a pulsing of energy. The teralin began shifting, slowly at first, and then with increasing speed.

      “You’re changing the polarity?”

      “If we are trapped here, I want to have at least been prepared.”

      That made sense. “I can help,” she said.

      Novan shook his head. “I think you could, but I think you would be better served conserving your energy. If we need you—and I’m concerned that we might—you will need to be able to use your connection to shift the groeliin.”

      She nodded.

      As they continued into the cavern, she finally saw the groeliin waiting near the end. The walls of the cavern had been decorated. There were shapes carved into the rock, and markings that looked almost like letters. A pile of bones rested in one corner. There were scraps of fabric that might have been clothing.

      “What is this place?” she asked the groeliin.

      “Home.”

      Novan tapped his staff twice, sending a surging of energy away from him and into the walls, shifting the polarity as he did. “Home?” he asked. “The groeliin have a home?”

      “My kind has a home, Mage.”

      Novan started to smile and shook his head slightly. “Why bring us here?”

      “This is where you will help my clan.”

      “How? How is it that you think we can help your clan from here?” Novan asked.

      “You will do what you did before.”

      “I need a focus,” Isandra said. “I need something more than his staff, or my sword. When we helped you, there were a dozen swords. I used them to augment my abilities. That was how I was able to help you.”

      “If you need swords, I get swords.”

      Isandra glanced to Novan, and then she nodded.
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* * *

      The groeliin returned with a collection of blackened teralin blades. As he set them down, she pressed through her connection to the manehlin, using it to pulse through the groeliin, searching to ensure the creature was still unharmed. As far as she could tell, there was no injury to the groeliin, despite the fact that he had carried the teralin blades.

      “Where did you get these?” she asked.

      “We have many blades. The master wanted us to fight. The strongest of us survived.”

      “You were forced to fight?” Isandra asked.

      “We fight. That is how the master determines which of us will be able to be something else.”

      “What else?” Novan asked.

      Jassan had joined them but remained against the wall. He had hesitated entering until he realized they had changed the polarity of the teralin, and that there wasn’t anything for him to fear within this room.

      “There are some of my kind with greater power. They are chosen by the master, and they are given great gifts. It is considered a great honor for them to be chosen.”

      “What happens when they are chosen?”

      “Pain.”

      “Why pain?” Isandra asked.

      “Because there is change. As we have said, change requires pain.”

      “Not always.”

      Isandra turned her attention back to the swords. She realized they would be able to change their polarity and turn them into the positively charged—creative—teralin. There were well over a dozen swords, plenty for her to use so that she could draw her focus from the staff and then through the swords.

      An idea came to her. “Are there any of your kind”—she hesitated saying groeliin, not knowing what word they used to describe their kind—“who are able to change the polarity of teralin?”

      The groeliin watched her and then shook his head. “I don’t know what this means.”

      “Are there any of your kind who can use this metal?”

      The groeliin stared at the swords lying on the floor of its home. “We have some who can call to the metal. They are exalted among us.”

      Isandra wasn’t surprised. “Are you able to do this?”

      “I have never had any talents with calling to the metal. My gift is fighting.”

      There had been a time when Isandra would have believed she had different gifts, but that had changed for her since her connection to the Magi abilities changed. Now, she was able to still reach her Magi abilities, but she also had another connection, one that she couldn’t quite explain.

      “What about now?” she asked the groeliin. “Have your abilities changed since you found peace?”

      The groeliin stared at the swords, and she sensed him push out with his manehlin, reaching toward the swords. “I do not know. I cannot tell whether anything has changed for me other than the peace.”

      Novan picked up one of the swords, and he closed his eyes. With a surge, the sword shifted, becoming positively charged.

      He set the sword down and looked up at the groeliin. “Did you feel anything there?”

      The groeliin grunted. “There was nothing.”

      “I don’t see how this is going to work,” Jassan said. “Even if you presume that you can use the cavern and you can use the swords, you somehow have to capture one of the groeliin and bring it within these walls. How do you intend to do that?” He spoke to the groeliin, but Isandra didn’t know whether the creature had understood.

      The groeliin tipped his head to the side. “I will bring them here.”

      “Did you understand that?” she asked Jassan.

      Had Jassan made a connection to the groeliin? Had he actually done what she had asked of him, forging that connection so that he would be able to communicate with the groeliin? She wouldn’t have expected it of Jassan, but maybe he had.

      “I understood.”

      “You have to bring them one at a time,” Isandra said.

      “I can. As I said, my gift was fighting. I was close to being raised by the master.”

      The groeliin took the sword Novan had shifted to the positive polarity and started out of the cavern, leaving them staring after him.

      “I’m still not sure this is a good idea,” Jassan said.

      “If we manage to find one of the groeliin who can call to the metal,” Isandra said, “we might be able to teach the groeliin how to shift them, how to change the polarity, so that they can help themselves.”

      “I don’t know whether that will make a difference,” Novan said. “What you’re suggesting means that all of the groeliin will need to react the way this one has. I’m not certain we can expect that.”

      Isandra wanted to argue, but she didn’t have the chance. The groeliin appeared, dragging one of the other larger groeliin with it.

      “How did you…” Jassan started, before catching himself.

      “My gift is fighting,” the groeliin said. He looked at Isandra as he did, and considered her with a dark intensity in his eyes. There was no anger, no judgment, only his focused attention on her.

      If this groeliin had been gifted to fight, she had managed to best him, and she had been the one to defeat him.

      “Drag him to the middle here.” Novan began moving the swords out of the way, shifting the polarity of each one as he did. He nodded to Jassan. “Place them in the ground like they were before.”

      Jassan took the first sword from Novan and slammed it into the stone. By the time they were done, there were thirteen swords placed in a circle.

      Would it be enough? Would she be strong enough?

      The large groeliin carried the other one to the center of the swords and set it down, then stepped out and waited.

      Isandra took a deep breath and reached for Novan’s staff. She would need it as a focus, the same way she had before. She began, pushing her manehlin through the staff and then out to the swords, and then into the teralin walls of the cavern. The cave acted as a better focus than the one they had used before, and she began pushing on the barrier within the groeliin, encountering another massive boulder as she had before, with a pressure that she feared she might not be strong enough to overcome. She continued to press, and it began to tremble.

      With another surge, the barrier within the groeliin began to weaken. The groeliin hissed, a painful sound, and it began thrashing.

      “You need to hurry,” Novan said. “If it manages to escape…”

      Isandra ignored him and continued to push, the boulder slowly tumbling, much more slowly than she wanted. She shoved, feeling the resistance, and finally overcame it, managing to push past what had happened, the boulder surging downhill, energy tumbling with it.

      The groeliin continued to thrash and hiss.

      Isandra withdrew her connection to the manehlin, pulling out of the walls, and out of the swords, but maintaining it within the staff.

      She was not as tired as she had been when she had done the same thing before.

      Had the fact that she had done it once made it easier? Or was there something else? Was it the structure of the cave that made it easier for her?

      There was no answer.

      Isandra breathed out a relieved sigh.

      “It’s done.”

      Novan pressed out with his connection to the manehlin, sending it surging through the groeliin. “I believe it is,” he said.

      “I will gather another,” the groeliin said, and then disappeared outside of the cave, leaving Isandra wondering how many they could change.
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      Jakob shifted north, taking Malaya and Paden with him. Both were now armed with swords, dressed in clothing they had found within the Tower, giving them something of a more formal appearance, one that would make them appear more like gods.

      It was unintentional, but perhaps it would serve a purpose.

      He still felt the uneasiness that he had experienced in the strange vision he’d had after he’d visited Raime’s strand. What had he seen? Whoever had drawn him back had been powerful, possessing more strength with the fibers than Jakob did, and an ability to force him back and into another’s strand. Even then, that person had been fully aware of Jakob’s presence, making it so that he could not remain hidden as he had intended. And then there was the strange way the host had moved, streaking across the land, and somehow jumping over an entire ocean.

      Perhaps none of it had been real. Perhaps it truly had been a vision, a dream, but Jakob didn’t think so. Visions like that did not happen. Not in his experience. Especially given the way he had been tossed into the fibers—and then out once more.

      “Where are we?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob nodded to the city in the distance. The buildings were made of simple stone and blended into the landscape, a sprawling collection that was much larger than he once would have believed existed in the far north. Smoke rose from dozens of chimneys. A soft northerly breeze carried that smoke toward the mountains, reminding Jakob of the smoke and steam from his vision. “This is a place called Farsea.”

      Malaya looked over to him. “I don’t know of this place.”

      “It’s Antrilii.”

      “The Antrilii have cities?” Paden asked.

      “They have cities. They are more than what most have ever understood. They have served to protect all of the north from the groeliin for a thousand years.”

      “Is that why you brought us here?” Paden asked. “Do you intend for us to fight the groeliin?”

      He sounded troubled, which didn’t surprise Jakob. Paden and Malaya had developed enough skill with looking along the fibers that they both had begun to realize the damahne view on violence. It was a view Jakob still didn’t share and wasn’t certain that he could share, but it was one he understood.

      “I don’t think it’s necessary for you to fight the groeliin,” he said.

      “Then why have you brought us here?” Paden asked.

      “Is this about the historian?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob nodded. Novan was here—somewhere. He could detect his connection to ahmaean in the north, though there was something about it that felt strange. More than that, there was another connection to ahmaean that he detected nearby, and it intrigued him. It was not damahne, but it also was not Magi. He didn’t fully understand what it was.

      “Novan is here, and I think he will know something that will help me.”

      “And this something has to do with these groeliin?” Malaya asked.

      Jakob nodded. “We have to deal with the groeliin before we can confront Raime.” And his brother, though Jakob was reluctant to admit that. Only once the groeliin were dealt with did he think they would be able to address the next threat. But as of right now, he didn’t know how he would deal with the groeliin. There would always be the threat of another attack, and that put everyone who would help him into danger. The Antrilii fought, but eventually, there would come a time when they wouldn’t be able to fight anymore, wouldn’t there? From what he’d seen, the groeliin continued to grow stronger and continued to pose an increasing threat. How much longer would it be before powerful groeliin like the ones he had destroyed returned?

      He closed his eyes and shifted to the city.

      Jakob stood and waited for Malaya and Paden to appear. Their shifting took a moment longer, though both of them were growing more skilled with the process. Of the damahne Jakob had connected to, there were nearly a dozen who had shown some promise with shifting, something that made him think they were better connected to their true damahne abilities.

      “Now what?” Malaya asked.

      “Now—”

      Jakob didn’t have a chance to finish. A massive Antrilii warrior stepped out of a door and onto the street. The man took one look at Jakob before his gaze drifted to the others with him. He hurried toward him.

      Malaya gasped as he did. Paden stood stiffly next to Jakob.

      “Nahrsin. It has been far too long.”

      Nahrsin bowed his head. “Damahne. I did not expect you to come to Farsea.”

      “I have come for Novan.”

      Nahrsin’s eyes widened slightly. “The historian? What has he done this time?”

      “I sent him here to help me understand the groeliin.”

      Nahrsin chuckled. “That was your request then?”

      “I asked him to see what he could learn,” Jakob said. “Is he not here?”

      “He was here, but…”

      “What is it, Nahrsin?”

      “He left the city, damahne. He went with Isandra and Jassan, and they have disappeared into the mountains. Some of Jassan’s men have returned, claiming that they were able to turn the groeliin.”

      “Turn them?” Jakob pushed out with his ahmaean, stretching it toward the mountains. Could the groeliin be turned? If they could, did that mean that the groeliin like he’d seen in his vision could return to the daneamiin?

      “I don’t know what to make of it,” Nahrsin said. “The men claim that the historian and the former Mage were able to turn two of the creatures.”

      “They saw this?” Jakob asked.

      “They were there. Their swords were used.”

      Jakob frowned before realizing that the swords must have been used because they were teralin, which would help augment the abilities of those attempting to help the groeliin.

      “I need to find the historian,” Jakob said. “Where would he have led them?”

      Nahrsin shook his head. “The historian was not leading them. It was the former Mage who leads.”

      The Mage led Novan? That surprised Jakob, though he should be more surprised by the fact that one of the Magi was here at all, and willing to face the groeliin. Any that he thought who might be likely would have been with Roelle in the south.

      Could Jakob find them?

      He could use his ahmaean, but would he be strong enough to find Novan in that way? Was there any other way he could reach them? Perhaps the fibers, but that wouldn’t necessarily show him where they were. He had seen that with his rescue of Malaya and Paden. He could enter their strands and see what they saw, but he wouldn’t be able to know where they were—unless they were aware of it.

      With Novan, he would know where he had traveled.

      But stepping outside the fibers and into another’s strand required significant strength and much more ability to augment his ahmaean than what he had naturally. It would require him to return to the Tower, which Jakob was reluctant to do.

      That left the ahmaean.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      He shifted before Malaya or Paden could refuse, and appeared at the edge of the mountains. From here, wind whipped around him, a cold and strangely comforting sense. He pushed out with his ahmaean, letting it drift into the mountains, stretching away from him, flowing over and around the rock.

      There was teralin within the mountains, and when he touched upon it, he changed it to the positive polarity and used that augmentation to grant him a better connection.

      Jakob pushed harder, stretching away from himself.

      The effort spread him thin, draining him nearly as much as stepping along the fibers. He continued to push, letting his awareness contact the teralin, changing the polarity and then pushing onward.

      He couldn’t push any further.

      There was a limit to this, and he had reached his.

      Jakob started to withdraw when he noted a pocket of teralin pushing him away.

      Negatively charged teralin. Jakob changed its polarity as well, then shifted there.

      Jakob stood atop a mountain peak and noted teralin all around him. There were more pockets of it scattered throughout the mountains, and surprisingly most of it was negatively charged, other than those he had changed.

      How many groeliin would be here?

      They would use these pockets of negatively charged teralin. Perhaps that was the key to how they moved, drifting between places until they found other pockets of negatively charged metal.

      Jakob pressed his ahmaean through the nearest negative teralin, changing the polarity. As he did, he continued to spread his attention outward, gradually shifting it away from where he stood. Each shift took him farther from Farsea and deeper into the mountains.

      There was something here for him to reach, though he couldn’t tell why he was so convinced of that.

      There was an enormous amount of teralin here, much more than he would’ve expected. He had thought he’d already discovered the massive amounts of teralin in the northern mountains, and thought that he had already changed the polarity of much of it, but either he hadn’t, or someone else had come and undone all of his work.

      Another shift, and once more, he came to a deposit that was mostly uncharged teralin. As Jakob began to work through it, pressing his ahmaean, and changing the polarity, he felt a surge through him. That surge was unexpected.

      Positively charged teralin.

      It was nearby, and not teralin that he had influenced.

      Jakob shifted to it, curiosity now drawing him deeper into the mountains.

      Once there, he felt that teralin around him.

      He stood on a rocky ledge, with what appeared to be caverns dug into the walls. The pockets of positively charged teralin came from within each of these caverns.

      Teralin was not found in this form naturally. It required charging, and someone with the knowledge and ability to charge it. For it to have been charged meant that someone had been here before him.

      And why here? Why would they have chosen this place to focus their energy? Why leave other places alone? The mountains surrounding this area had all been negatively charged.

      He knew only a few with the ability to change the polarity of the metal. Endric could. He was certain of that from the stories he’d heard of the general. He suspected that Novan could. And what of this Mage that Nahrsin had mentioned? Could she have the ability to change the polarity of teralin?

      As he stood there, he noted movement far below him.

      Groeliin.

      Some of the creatures were massive, but they were different from the large groeliin he’d encountered before. They didn’t have the same contorted, almost deformed shape to them. These were muscular but had taken on something of the appearance of a massive soldier. That wasn’t the only unexpected finding. The ahmaean around these large groeliin wasn’t dark. Theirs was a clearer energy, though there was a grayish tint to it.

      Within the circle of these larger groeliin, there had to be a hundred or so of the smaller groeliin. But their ahmaean was not lighter. They were surrounded by the dark ahmaean Jakob was familiar with. What did that mean?

      Had he found the groeliin Novan and the Mage had helped?

      When Nahrsin suggested that they had turned the groeliin, this was not what he’d expected. Jakob would have understood finding groeliin no longer violent, somehow calmed, but had not expected to find them with power that reminded him of the daneamiin. Then again, the groeliin and the daneamiin shared ancestry.

      A steady tapping came from inside one of the caves.

      Jakob shifted to it.

      When he appeared, he came upon a scene that he did not fully understand. A youthful-looking woman with dark flowing hair that hung to her shoulders stood holding Novan’s staff. A ring of swords—all positively charged teralin—were plunged into the ground, and a groeliin lay in the middle of them. The creature thrashed, and its dark ahmaean swirled around it. As Jakob watched, that ahmaean was forced free of the creature, almost like what Jakob had done with Raime.

      That wasn’t what was taking place here. This was something else. He focused on the ahmaean, and on the energy used by the Mage. She tapped the staff, and ahmaean poured from it, swirling around her and radiating from the swords, and from there, out to the walls of the cave.

      She used the teralin of the cave against the groeliin.

      It was something like what he had done with Jostephon, the same way that he had needed to hold the Mage captive so that he could undo his connection to the dark ahmaean.

      As he watched, he noted that the ahmaean shifted.

      It happened gradually. At first, it was the dark, inky black ahmaean that he associated with the groeliin, and gradually, it began to fade, losing much of that color and taking on the grayish, almost translucent coloring that he saw from the groeliin in the clearing outside the cave.

      “Did it work?” he heard Novan ask.

      “I think so. The pressure is gone.”

      Jakob was tempted to remain hidden, obscured by ahmaean, but was much too curious to do so. He wanted to know exactly what it was that he was seeing.

      He stepped forward, revealing himself.

      A man gasped near him, and he turned to see a muscular Antrilii warrior near the wall of the cave. He glanced from Jakob to the woman, his eyes widening.

      “Isandra,” the man said.

      “What is it, Jassan?”

      Jassan. That was the name Nahrsin had mentioned. This warrior must have traveled with Nahrsin when they’d faced the groeliin in the south. He hadn’t expected to find any Antrilii here, working with the groeliin, attempting to restore them. With everything the groeliin had done to the Antrilii over the years, that was possibly the last thing Jakob would have expected.

      “He is here.”

      “Who is here? The groeliin has…”

      She trailed off as she looked back, realizing that Jakob stood near the entrance to the cave.

      “Novan. It seems your damahne has come.”

      “My—” Novan looked up, turning to see Jakob standing behind him. A wide smile spread across his face. “Jakob. How did you find me?”

      Ignoring Novan’s question, he said, “It’s true. You have turned the groeliin.”

      Novan smiled tightly. “I haven’t done this. This is the work of Isandra. She is much more capable with turning them. I think it has something to do with the way her abilities returned to her.”

      “How?” Jakob asked.

      “It’s the same as changing the polarity of teralin,” Isandra said. “Or, it’s near enough the same for it not to make much of a difference.”

      Jakob studied the groeliin lying in the middle of the ring of swords. As he watched, the creature no longer thrashed, no longer made any noise as it had before, the hissing and screaming now ended.

      With the gray haze of ahmaean around the creature, he could almost imagine this groeliin with the others from the vision where he had seen the origin of the groeliin, where the daneamiin had tormented the creature. That ahmaean was much like what he detected now.

      If changing the polarity of groeliin was like changing teralin, was it something that he could do?

      It required significant augmentation of ahmaean, but with enough teralin around him, he suspected he could do the same as what Isandra and Novan had done with the groeliin.

      “I saw the groeliin down in the valley. How many have you restored?” he asked.

      “Almost all of the large ones. Those that we’ve helped are containing the others.”

      “Show me,” Jakob said to Novan. Novan glanced at Isandra and shrugged. The historian guided him to the end of the cave and pointed down toward the valley floor far below them.

      “Most of the ones we have left to change are the typical groeliin, the kind I imagine you’re familiar with?”

      “Yes. I see the smaller ones still have the dark ahmaean. But many of the larger ones… You have changed those?” Jakob asked.

      “Yes. Changing them all will take time, but we are making our way.”

      Jakob shifted, dropping to the floor of the valley. From here, he saw a circle of the massive groeliin, each of them with the lighter ahmaean, not the darkness of those they held within the circle.

      All of the teralin around him had the positive polarity, mostly because he had changed the pockets he’d found along the way. Was there anything that he could do to change the groeliin the same way that Isandra had?

      Jakob pulled upon his ahmaean and forced it into the teralin around him, augmenting it. He took this connection to the teralin and pushed it upon the nearest of the small groeliin.

      Jakob had plenty of experience changing the polarity of teralin, but this was a heavy resistance. This taxed him in ways that changing the polarity of teralin did not.

      He thought he understood why Novan had been the one to change the polarity of the metal, leaving Isandra to work on the groeliin.

      But Jakob had more power—and connection to ahmaean—than either of them.

      He pushed it upon the groeliin, forcing it. As he did, he began to feel the shifting.

      As Jakob continued to push, an explosion of power came from within the groeliin, and the negative energy within the creature shifted.

      Jakob didn’t hesitate. He began working his way through the groeliin. Now that he knew how much force it took, he was able to stretch his ahmaean into more and more teralin around him, and use it to push on the groeliin. With each one that he changed, he felt a growing sense of excitement. Could all of the groeliin be saved?

      He reached one of the larger creatures, and though there was more resistance, Jakob had experience now. He thought that he knew exactly what it would take to change this groeliin.

      The creature hissed and tried to attack.

      He grabbed for his sword instinctively.

      Ahmaean poured from it, into the rock around him, and exploded through the groeliin, and each of the groeliin remaining.

      There was a roar, and then silence.

      Jakob released his connection.

      All of the groeliin lay unmoving.

      Had he killed them? That would have been a mistake, especially now that he understood that it was possible to change them, and to help them.

      One of the groeliin moved.

      No. He hadn’t killed them.

      What he had done was change them.

      “Well. That’s one way to do it,” Novan said behind him.

      Jakob sighed and turned back to the historian and smiled.
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      The fire crackled with soft energy, and smoke swirled into the mountain air, casting a pleasant warmth. It pushed back some of the stink of the groeliin, though there was less of it than Jakob would have expected from the creatures, especially with as many as surrounded him. A sliver of moon was visible through clouds overhead, and wind gusted around him.

      “How long have you been here?” he asked Novan.

      The historian sat across the fire from him, one hand gripping his staff, and Jakob noted the way that he pushed ahmaean into it, letting the teralin in it augment his ability. Was there something Novan was concerned about? Did he fear being around Jakob, or was it the groeliin that he feared, and the fact that they were here?

      “A few days. We restored two groeliin after an attack and followed them here.”

      “Why here?” Jakob asked.

      “Because this was their home,” Novan said.

      The caves made more sense to Jakob now. “Who was the one to discover the groeliin could be changed like this?”

      “Isandra has experience with the groeliin,” Novan said, nodding to the Mage who sat separate from the fire. The Antrilii sat next to her, and Jakob noted that they held hands. That surprised him.

      “What was her experience?”

      “She discovered that the groeliin could feed on positively charged teralin just as well as they could on the negatively charged teralin and that when they do so, they lose the anger.”

      “Which is what we suspected,” Jakob said.

      “We suspected,” Novan said. “But she discovered something else.”

      Jakob studied Isandra. She was young, but there was an air of confidence to her. What kind of Mage had she been when she had been in Vasha? Had she been a contemporary of Roelle? If so, why was she not with her and the other Magi warriors? Why would she have come to the Antrilii lands?

      “What else did she discover?”

      “A way to speak to the groeliin.”

      Jakob’s breath caught. “She can speak to the groeliin?”

      “As can I,” Novan said. He flashed a smile. “For years, the Guild has suspected the groeliin had a way of speaking to each other, but none of us had ever been able to get close enough to the groeliin to study them, let alone attempt to learn any language they might speak.”

      “How did Isandra learn this?”

      “Accidentally, I suspect. There is a connection forged between these creatures when they are shifted,” Novan said.

      Jakob arched a brow. “Shifted?”

      Novan shrugged. “It’s the only term that seems to fit. They are shifted from the darkness and brought away from it. The groeliin tell us that their anger is removed. That we give them peace.”

      Jakob smiled to himself at the term. It fit as much as anything. “There is something about the groeliin that you should know.”

      Novan frowned. “What is it?”

      “They are descended from the daneamiin.”

      Novan’s eyes widened. “The daneamiin shared this with you?”

      Jakob shook his head. “They showed me a vision, one that is typically restricted to the daneamiin, but…” He still wasn’t certain why they had shown it to him, other than the fact that he had helped Aruhn, and that he was as close as he was to Anda.

      “How can such creatures be descended from them?

      “How can the Magi be descended from damahne? How can daneamiin spring from damahne?” Jakob looked around him. “All seem to be related to the same beings.” The damahne were responsible for the creation of everything. In that way, perhaps they were the gods that most once believed them to be. What else would gods do other than create?

      “If they can be restored…” Novan began.

      Jakob nodded. “How many of the Antrilii do you think are able to change the polarity of teralin?”

      Novan glanced over to where Jassan sat, and a frown crossed his face. “The Antrilii don’t speak of their crafters often. They have women—mostly women, though a few men join the crafters, as well—who are responsible for the creation of their swords. They refer to them as crafters, and they are often held in high esteem. The women can progress from crafters to sit upon the Yahinv.”

      “I think the Antrilii need to change their purpose,” he said.

      “You would have them attempt to restore all of the groeliin?”

      “As many as possible. We need to do this while I hunt for Raime.”

      “Raime,” Novan said with a sigh. “If only we had a sense of where he has disappeared to.”

      “I’m trying to better understand him so that I might be able to find him.”

      “Understand him? Jakob, you know the dangers in connecting along the fibers. It is not simply one directional.”

      “I am aware. I don’t place myself there fully. I know that if I were to do so, Raime would be able to know my thoughts, and he would be able to know what I know, which is why I’ve been careful with how much I expose myself to him.”

      “Exposing yourself at all is dangerous. Any connection that you form between yourself and Raime potentially allows him to access your knowledge, and your memories. What if you’re the reason he discovers the knowledge that he has?”

      “I’m aware of the risk. I am acting carefully, so that I observe only.” He sat staring at the fire, listening to the crackling of the flames. All around him, he detected the sense of the groeliin, but their ahmaean was so different than it had ever been before. The groeliin remained away from the fire, keeping space from it as if they were afraid of the flames. Maybe they were. The Antrilii preferred to burn the bodies of the groeliin, so perhaps they feared the fire, thinking the Antrilii would use it against them. “Raime was a member of the Historian Guild.”

      “How is it that you know this?”

      “I told you. I went back and observed.”

      Novan squeezed his eyes shut. “That is something the Guild has hidden. There were certain members long ago who abused the knowledge of the Guild and used it in ways that they should not. We have tried to conceal this, but…” Novan shook his head. “Raime was a member of the Guild so long ago that our records are difficult to understand.”

      “Because they are coded.”

      Novan’s breath caught. “You saw this?”

      “In one of the visions, I experienced how Raime struggled with a request made of him.”

      “You… were Raime?”

      Jakob nodded. “I’m trying to understand him better so I can see if there’s anything I can learn about what he might do in this time.”

      Novan frowned, tapping his finger on his lips. “What kind of request did you observe?”

      “It was a time of war, and he was trying to infiltrate one side so that he could observe. As he did, one of the requests was for him to reveal the code of the Historian Guild. I don’t know whether he revealed that secret or not.”

      “I doubt that he did,” Novan said. “If he had, I suspect we would have maintained knowledge of that code, and a way to interpret some of those oldest documents.”

      “You don’t have a way to interpret them now?”

      Novan shook his head. “The understanding has been lost over time. We don’t have that record. The code has proven far too complicated for us to break.” He smiled and shrugged his shoulders again. “Perhaps in that, the Guild was cleverer than they needed to be. Had they made it easier to crack, we wouldn’t have lost access to those documents.”

      “Where are those records?”

      Novan studied him. “Jakob—”

      Jakob leaned forward. “Novan, I have revealed to you secrets that should not have been shared outside of the damahne. If you think to conceal from me records of the Historian Guild, I will no longer grant you access to the Great Forest or to the Tower.”

      Novan took a deep breath and nodded. “It is difficult for me. For so long, I have been trained to protect that knowledge.”

      “The Guild is as responsible for hoarding knowledge as the Magi.”

      “It’s not that we hoard knowledge. It’s more that we have long distrusted others from having the same level of knowledge we do.”

      Jakob smiled. “What would have happened if the Guild had shared? How much more might others know?”

      “The same could be said about the Magi, or the university, or the Conclave, for that matter. All have studied things in a different way. It’s not possible for all scholars to work together.”

      “I thought the purpose of the Conclave was to ensure that the type of knowledge needed by others was maintained. I thought they held it as their responsibility to ensure that peace remained.”

      “Some of those records are held by the Conclave,” Novan said. “Some are held by the Guild. Most of them haven’t been accessible for hundreds upon hundreds of years, mostly because the code has been lost.”

      Was that something Jakob could help find? Could he travel back and revisit Raime—and he intended to—at a time when doing so would grant him the knowledge needed to help interpret some of the ancient Guild journals?

      If he could, would it make a difference? That was the better question for him, especially since he didn’t know if anything he might learn from those journals would change the course of what he had to do. It would take a long time to interpret them.

      For the sake of understanding, it was something that needed to happen at some point, but perhaps that time was not now.

      “I can see that you’ve come to some conclusion,” Novan said.

      “Not a conclusion, but I think I am realizing that everything is much more complex than I would like.”

      “It always is.” Novan sat considering Jakob for a moment before turning, looking over his shoulder to study Isandra and Jassan. “What do you suggest now?”

      “Isandra needs to lead here,” Jakob said. Would she? With what he thought needed to happen, it needed to be guided by someone with the knowledge and experience and compassion necessary to ensure that the groeliin were offered an opportunity to be shifted. If they could be changed, and given an opportunity for peace, did they not deserve that? “When it comes to facing Raime, I suspect we will need her—and all those she has helped.”

      “She is an interesting one, Jakob. She once sat upon the Council of Elders within Vasha, and now she has become Antrilii—and something more.”

      Jakob studied Isandra with renewed interest. If she had sat on the Council of Elders, then her connection to the Magi was even different than he had realized. She seemed far too young to be one of the Elders, and he would love to hear the story about why and how she had ended up this far north.

      “If she can lead the Antrilii, then that must be their new purpose. They need to work on helping the groeliin, saving them if possible.”

      “That might be something you could do,” Novan said.

      “It’s something I could do, but I don’t know that it’s something I should do. Searching for the groeliin will take time, and I suspect it will grow increasingly difficult, even if the shifted groeliin help. I know the effort involved in shifting even a single groeliin is significant, but my time is better used elsewhere.”

      “Where else do you intend to go?”

      Jakob breathed out in frustration. “I need to find Raime. I need to find my brother.”

      “Your brother?”

      Jakob nodded. “From what I have learned, Scottan was not who I thought he was when we were young. And then he was influenced by Raime when he suffered from the madness, as were many others, which means that Raime will have damahne—or those with the potential to be damahne—with him.”

      “There has never been a battle between damahne and damahne. They have disagreed, but never have they fought.”

      “I know this.”

      “No, Jakob, I don’t think you fully understand. The damahne are responsible for—”

      “For maintaining a balance. I am aware of that,” he said, cutting Novan off. Stating it in that way reminded him of when he’d last attempted to walk along the fibers and the strange and powerful being that had pulled him back. “Has anyone ever spoken to the Maker?”

      Novan cocked his head to the side. “The Maker? Most believe the Maker exists, at least those who understand the role the damahne play, but I don’t think even the damahne have ever spoken to the Maker. Do you think that you have?”

      Jakob sighed. “I don’t know. Something happened when I attempted to walk back along the fibers. There was someone—or something—that pulled me back. I don’t know what it was, only that it was incredibly powerful and yanked me back in a way that nothing ever had.

      “What did you see?”

      “Not much, at least, not much that I understand. Everything seemed to fly past me, as if this being—the Maker or whatever it was—moved far too quickly for me to track. When we stopped, we were on a mountain spewing smoke and flame into the sky. It was intense, and I wasn’t entirely sure what it was. “

      “You saw Oluantiin Mountain. And you say you had no control over this?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I was afraid to assert control, not sure who had pulled me back along the fibers. If I remain distant within my host, it’s less likely that they will discover things about me. In this case, it didn’t seem to matter. My host was able to sense that I was there, and spoke to me, telling me that balance was needed.”

      “Balance. That is the seal, a barrier between creation and destruction. Making and unmaking.”

      “So you think that I saw the Maker?”

      Novan shook his head. “I don’t know what you experienced, Jakob. I’ve not heard of anyone having a vision of the Maker, certainly not like that. The damahne have felt a connection to something greater, and that is what they’ve called the Maker, but even the damahne that have left records have never spoken of traveling back and inhabiting the Maker.”

      “I don’t know that I had much of a choice. Whatever it was that pulled me back—if it was the Maker, or something else—overpowered me.” Jakob had never felt anything quite that powerful. Raime had seemed that powerful when he’d first confronted him, but even Raime had been defeatable. Jakob had been able to overpower him when he had finally begun to understand his connection to ahmaean.

      “Many of the oldest damahne felt a connection to that mountain. They weren’t able to explain why, only that there was something about it that was tied to creation.”

      “A volcano can be both creation and destruction,” Jakob said.

      Novan nodded. “It can. That’s the reason the Conclave is headquartered near there.”

      “Where is it? On Salvat?”

      “That is the mountain you saw when you took me to the headquarters of the Conclave.”

      Jakob let out a deep breath. He didn’t know what to make of what he’d seen in his vision. It might be nothing more than that—a vision, and if that were the case, he had to simply try to think of it in those terms, rather than trying to add too much meaning to it.

      “I think I need to go back to Salvat,” Jakob said.

      “I will go with you,” Novan said.

      Jakob looked over to Isandra. For this to work, he’d need her to help. Would she agree to it? Would Jassan?

      “You only have to ask,” Novan said.

      “I fear asking too much of her.”

      “You should not. She has gone through much and has come out stronger. I doubt that you’ll find any other Mage with the same experience—even your friend Roelle.”

      If Isandra could be responsible for helping with the groeliin, Jakob would be free to find Raime and focus on the others that Raime might have convinced to go with him, other than his brother.

      Though if it worked…

      Jakob had to hope that it would work.
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      Reaching the northern mountains took less time than Roelle would have expected. By the time the lower foothills came into view, a series of undulating hills that rose gradually toward the steeper slope of the mountain, a sense of dread started filling her once more. The air had the same piney quality to it that it had when she had been here last, and there were undertones of something else—either rot or decay—that she found unpleasant.

      The air grew colder the longer they rode, and her clothing from Paliis no longer provided adequate protection. Before leaving the Denraen, Endric had helped her soldiers obtain appropriate clothing, and had given her a purse full of coins. Her offer to repay him had been rebuffed, though she hadn’t expected anything else. Endric wouldn’t have wanted money from her. No, whatever he wanted required her to return to Vasha, but Roelle didn’t see how she could do that. When this was done, she wasn’t certain she would even be a Mage anymore. As it stood, she didn’t think she could ever again claim herself a Mage.

      “The last time we were here…”

      Roelle glanced over to Selton. She had taken Endric’s advice, and Selton had agreed to come with her, and for that, she was thankful. Having Selton by her side reassured her. And she couldn’t deny the wisdom of Endric’s advice. Though Selton might not have the same viewpoint she had, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t come with her, and didn’t mean that he wouldn’t help if it were needed.

      She shouldn’t have needed Endric to remind her of that fact. Selton had been her friend for as long as she could remember. Why would she have ever thought of pushing him away?

      It was the Deshmahne tattoo that she’d taken. It had to be. As much as she thought she had control over its influence, maybe she didn’t. Maybe there was no control.

      Yet the High Desh managed to have some control over the influence the markings had on him. Safran seemed to, as well. She had to find it within her to ensure that the Deshmahne tattoo—and the added power it brought—didn’t influence her too much. And if it did, that was when she needed to lean on Selton. Perhaps it was good that he had refused to take one of the Deshmahne tattoos. It didn’t matter how much additional power he might have been able to obtain, and it didn’t matter that the rest of the Magi had taken those tattoos.

      “The last time we were here, we were with Nahrsin, and there were thousands upon thousands of groeliin that we had to deal with.”

      “We haven’t seen anyone since we came north of Rondalin,” Selton said.

      Roelle nodded. How much had the north changed since the attack? Even before they had come here, people had begun migrating south, trying to escape the influence of the groeliin, and the attacks that they could not see. “It will take a long time for it to recover,” she said.

      “If it ever does.”

      “There used to be great cities in the north,” Lendra said.

      Roelle glanced over at Selton’s cousin. She had been quietly observing everything, choosing to come north despite the risk to her even with the Deshmahne markings she had acquired. At least with the tattoo, she would be able to see the creatures.

      “How many cities were there?” Roelle asked.

      Lendra shook her head. “Records from before the ancient threat are vague. Even the historians don’t have many records. We’ve found some maps, and on those maps, we have seen that there are places that once existed that no longer do.” She shrugged. “I don’t think Novan even knows most of them.”

      “And in the thousand years since the groeliin last attacked, the north had barely begun to recover,” Roelle said.

      Would it be like that again? Rondalin had survived, but it had suffered greatly. Would the city be able to recover? If it was the only place that did, would that be enough?

      Roelle stared around her. What would the world look like in another thousand years? She had never given it much thought before, but maybe that was the question she needed to be asking. If she didn’t oppose the groeliin, and if they didn’t eliminate the threat, there might not be any world in a thousand years, at least not one with people in it.

      “The Antrilii weren’t able to eliminate the groeliin threat. What makes you think that we can do anything they could not?” Selton asked.

      Roelle shrugged. Maybe it was pride. Maybe it was nothing more than a dream. She had to believe that the Magi would be able to help in some way.

      “We need to do as Endric suggested, and we need to find Isandra. When we do, we can see what more needs to be done.”

      She wasn’t surprised that there would be a Mage working with the Antrilii. What surprised her was that it would be one of the Magi Elders who would have risked going north and working with the Antrilii. Shouldn’t it have been Roelle or one of her warriors?

      “We have to go much farther than we did when we came here the last time,” Roelle said.

      “Do you think we’ll come across groeliin before we find her?” Lendra asked. She looked down at her arm. Her tattoo was the smallest of any of them, which made Roelle suspect that Lendra would be the weakest of them, though that did not surprise her. Lendra wanted only the ability to see the groeliin if needed; she didn’t want to have to fight them. She left that to the Magi warriors.

      “These are groeliin lands. I don’t know how we won’t come across them,” Selton said.

      She glanced back at the Deshmahne. At least they had Safran and all of the Deshmahne that he had brought with them. Would they fight the groeliin? When she’d last depended on Deshmahne to fight groeliin, they had failed her. Would they fail her again? She hoped they did not, but even if they did, her warriors would be enough. They had to be enough.

      “These aren’t groeliin lands,” Roelle said. “These are Antrilii lands.”

      And she hoped they would come across the Antrilii.

      [image: ]

* * *

      The mountains continued to rise in front of them, the climb growing more difficult the further they went. Cold gusted out of the far north, and snow crunched beneath the horses’ hooves. Roelle was ever more thankful for Endric and the clothing he had provided her Magi.

      They had traveled for days into the mountains and had not encountered any groeliin. She was thankful for it but had a growing sense of unease that they would soon. It could happen at any time, and all those with her were prepared for the possibility. They needed to be ready, and her people were, but were the Deshmahne?

      “How much longer do you think we will have a path like this?” Safran asked.

      They rode alongside each other, and Roelle would occasionally glance over at the Deshmahne, wondering what he was thinking. Roelle and her people might have gotten clothing from Endric, but the Deshmahne hadn’t. They were dressed only in their dark robes and had to be cold.

      “From what I understand, there are many paths through the mountains. The Antrilii have used them to travel south many times.”

      “It would be helpful if we had the Antrilii with us.”

      Roelle nodded. Had they even one Antrilii to serve as a guide, they would not have needed to worry about whether they would end up on some blind path. Roelle feared they would have to backtrack, and if they did, how much time would be wasted? At some point, they would begin having difficulty finding food. At least with the snow, they no longer had to worry about water.

      “It would,” she agreed.

      The horses moved swiftly and were sure-footed in the snow, a fact that surprised her. These horses had been acquired in Gomald, and she didn’t think they would have had any experience with snow—or the mountains, for that matter.

      “What are these creatures like?” Safran asked.

      Roelle glanced over at him. It was the first time she’d sensed any uncertainty from the Deshmahne. He’d been confident during their entire ride and hadn’t said anything even when they’d encountered Endric, nonplussed by the fact that the Denraen had more than twice as many men as they did. Was he nervous about the groeliin?

      The Deshmahne hadn’t heard anything about the groeliin before Roelle and her warriors had come to Paliis, and the stories that Roelle had shared were terrifying, indeed. The idea of facing the groeliin again frightened Roelle, and she had survived.

      “They are nightmares,” Roelle said. “With the color of their flesh, they will blend into the mountains. They have a dark power and can manipulate manehlin the same way that we can.” Not entirely the same, but it was close enough as to not matter. “They are deadly and have far more numbers than we claim.”

      “And the Antrilii face them?”

      “The Antrilii do fight them.”

      “Why do you come?” It was a simple question but seemed layered.

      Why did she do this? She could have gone with Endric, but that wasn’t her task. This was. “I do this because it’s the right thing to do. If we didn’t, who other than the Antrilii would? These creatures are deadly enough that they need to be destroyed. I am willing to do whatever is necessary to see that they are.”

      “Even if it means dying?”

      Roelle stared ahead. “Even then.”

      Safran nodded. “You are nothing like the Magi I was taught to resent.”

      Roelle sniffed. “And you are nothing like the Deshmahne I fought.”

      They fell into a silence again and continued their climb into the mountains. The day passed with only a few breaks, letting the horses rest. Roelle was thankful there were places where grasses popped out of the ground so the horses could graze. Without that, their mounts would suffer along with them. They didn’t take long breaks, wanting to make good time. Lendra and Selton rode together, occasionally speaking so softly that Roelle didn’t hear. That didn’t matter. Selton had recommitted to the journey and no longer argued with her about the need for what they did.

      The longer they rode, the more she began to hope that they would encounter a band of Antrilii. The warriors had to be somewhere, didn’t they? They would be hunting groeliin, the same as she was. They had come across no sign of them.

      As night started to fall again, Roelle decided it was unlikely that they would come across the Antrilii. Maybe Nahrsin had returned them to their homes, to recover and regroup. She couldn’t blame them if they had. The Antrilii had lost men no differently than Roelle had. They might have known what they were getting into, but they mourned no less than Roelle.

      They set up camp, the two sides keeping their camps separate. Even with the tattoos, the Magi felt separate from the Deshmahne. They might have taken on their markings, but they were not Deshmahne. Would they always stay separate, or would they eventually come together?

      Roelle took watch, sitting at the edge of the camp and staring into the distance. There were other Magi taking watch, all making certain to look in all possible directions from which the groeliin might come, and Roelle probably didn’t need to do it herself, but there was something peaceful about sitting and staring into the distance, watching for signs of movement.

      “Might I share in the watch?”

      She glanced up at Safran. Firelight reflected off his face, dancing in his eyes, and he took a seat when she nodded.

      “Will it be difficult to see these creatures at night?” he asked.

      Roelle shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve not fought them in the mountains. And when we did face them, we had merahl with us.”

      “What are merahl?”

      Roelle smiled, thinking of the enormous cats. What she wouldn’t give to have them with her now. “They’re something like large cats. They hunt with the Antrilii.”

      “They are pets?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think they would appreciate being called pets. They are partners, almost. They work with the Antrilii and make certain that they remain prepared to face the groeliin.”

      “Are they skilled hunters?” His voice revealed his skepticism.

      She would have shared it had she not seen the way the merahl were able to hunt. There was something about them that was… majestic. That was the only way she could think to describe the merahl.

      “They attack so quickly the groeliin don’t have a chance to react.”

      “I cannot imagine a cat large enough to hunt creatures the way you describe.”

      “They’re not cats, but they’re like them.”

      “Are they related to the laca? We have laca in the south, especially in the mountains around Masetohl.”

      Roelle hadn’t seen a laca in some time. They were found in the mountains around Vasha but left the Magi mostly alone. “Not like the laca, and they’re larger than a wolf.”

      Safran studied her a moment before turning his attention back toward the mountains. “I would like to see these creatures.”

      “Be careful if you do. Don’t think to harm them, or it will be the last thing you ever do.”

      Safran nodded.

      They were silent for a while, and then she glanced over to him. “Do you ever struggle having balance with your abilities?”

      “Balance?”

      “Do you ever feel like the power you can access pushes you in certain ways?”

      “Ah. There is a tendency for it to influence. You must learn how to overcome it.”

      “How? I feel this pressure, and I begin to understand that it is from the way the tattoo pushes upon me, but I can’t figure out how to balance it.” She looked over at Safran, her gaze beseeching him. “I don’t want it to change me.”

      Safran frowned. “Change you? You are Magi. You had power before you ever came into it. This cannot change you, not if you don’t let it.”

      “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “But it is. The power you can reach is different from what I can, and others who have been given the gift of the gods by the High Desh. What you can do does not require that same connection. Always remember that the gods have favored you from birth.”

      She shook her head. It didn’t feel as if the gods favored her or the other Magi. And their ability was the reason that Selton struggled as much as he did.

      “Help me. How can I use what the gods have given me to balance this strength? How am I able to keep from feeling the influence of it?”

      “Only you will be able to find what works for you. Each Deshmahne needs to find a different balance. Many struggle with it, and because of that, they fail to acquire additional markings.”

      She frowned. “You only gain more markings when you have managed to control this influence?”

      “You did not know this?”

      “There’s much about the Deshmahne that I don’t know.” Had she known that they required themselves to demonstrate a balance, would that have made a difference? She thought they chased power, and perhaps there were some who did, but what she’d seen of the Deshmahne who traveled with her was not consistent with that.

      “What would you like to know, Mage?”

      “Help me understand why the High Priest brought violence to the north.”

      Safran frowned. “It was not to be. Those of us who remained in Paliis at the temple believed that the Highest came north to try to share the knowledge of the Deshmahne.”

      “Oh, they did that. They thought that sharing knowledge required a forced conversion, and those who didn’t convert were killed.”

      Safran’s mouth tightened. “As I have shared, that is not the way of the Deshmahne.”

      “That is the experience those in the north have with the Deshmahne. If that’s not your way, how is it that Lendra had a similar experience?”

      Safran clasped his hands over his lap. “There was a time when the Deshmahne preferred demonstrations of violence, but we have moved past that. The High Desh has shown us that there are ways to demonstrate our strength to the gods without needing to destroy those who choose not to believe. If we destroy them, we don’t have the chance to eventually reach them.”

      It was an interesting philosophy, and it was one that fit with Roelle’s experience of the Urmahne. They didn’t force any conversions, though they rarely needed to. Before the Deshmahne had taken hold, the Urmahne had been the only option. The Deshmahne offered another approach, and was that wrong?

      What would have happened to the Antrilii if they were forced to believe the Urmahne faith? Would they have abandoned their fight against the groeliin? Would those creatures have made it south long before?

      “I can see that you’re troubled,” Safran said.

      “I’ve been trying to help my friend, but don’t think that I’ve helped myself.”

      “What help would you need?”

      “How is it that you think taking power from another serves the gods?”

      Safran studied her for a moment. “You have already accepted the gift. Would you refuse it now?”

      She shook her head. “Not refuse it, but I still struggle with how the Deshmahne think they exalt the gods.”

      “We teach that all may reach for the power of the gods. Not all will claim it, but all may attempt to do so. There is value to striving for something that is attainable even if you fail.”

      “And you think the Urmahne belief in peace is unattainable?”

      “I do not think it’s unattainable, only that peace is not realistic. In these lands, lands that have never veered away from the teachings of the Urmahne, has there been peace consistently?”

      Roelle shook her head. “Not consistently. There has been peace, but…”

      Safran shrugged. “You would serve the gods by trying to reach for something that men simply do not have in them to do. It is not within man’s nature to remain peaceful. Mankind has always argued and has always searched for something more. The Deshmahne would only offer that something.”

      “And by that, you mean power.”

      Safran shook his head. “Not always. There are times when power is necessary. We help those who would serve the gods gain enlightenment. With enlightenment comes a certain level of ability.” He tapped his arms, and even in the darkness, Roelle could see the way the tattoos seemed to writhe on his skin. “There are those who will never gain enlightenment,” he went on. “That does not mean they should not strive for more. That does not mean that they are not destined to know the gods. All it means is that they need more time.”

      “So those who never reach the gods, what do they get out of serving the Deshmahne?”

      His eyes narrowed. “What do they get? They get confirmation of the gods’ existence.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Because you have always known of the gods’ existence. You have had power since birth. That is the way of the Magi. Others have not had that same power, and many have longed for it and are willing to do what is necessary to have an opportunity to reach it. They see what becomes of the priests, the way they are granted power of the gods. That is proof even if they cannot achieve it themselves.”

      There was a strange logic to what he said. Could that be why the Deshmahne appealed to so many? If so, was there any hope for the Urmahne?

      And did she care if there wasn’t?

      “What did you hope to get out of this journey?” she asked Safran.

      Safran glanced over to her. “I was asked to accompany you. There was a need, and I agreed to fill it.”

      “There was more than that. I know the High Desh asked you to come, and I know that you agreed, but there is more than simply the need.”

      “I did not come to try to use these creatures to increase my connection to the gods, if that’s what you fear.”

      “Then what? Why did you make this journey if you didn’t want to try to claim the strength of the groeliin?”

      “If the Highest was responsible for these attacks, I wanted to offer any assistance I could to prevent it from happening again.”

      That was a reasonable response, and Roelle hoped it was true. Even if it wasn’t, she was thankful the Deshmahne were here. If they were able to help her with the groeliin—and she wasn’t entirely certain that they would—there would be value in that.

      She glanced over to Safran, trying to think of what she could say, but what was there? He was here, and she had to take him at face value, and she hoped that she wouldn’t have to find out whether he was being completely truthful with her.
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      A long, mournful howl woke her from her sleep.

      Roelle jumped to her feet, and the Magi with her quickly followed. All had heard that sound before, and all knew what it meant.

      She hurried to the sentries standing at the edge of their encampment. Olin stared into the night and glanced over to her when she approached. “Do you see anything?” Roelle looked out toward the mountains but saw nothing other than the dark rock.

      Olin shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “And the merahl?”

      “That’s the first I’ve heard them.”

      Roelle looked around and saw the Magi quickly packing their belongings, breaking their camp. The Deshmahne rose more slowly, but as they saw the Magi packing, they made short work of breaking camp, as well.

      “Keep your eyes open. If you see anything—”

      Olin nodded. “If I see anything, I’ll signal.”

      Roelle hurried back to where she’d been camping and gathered her meager belongings. She had a pack and a change of clothes, along with some jerky and dried bread stuffed in the top of the pack. It was a far cry from the luxury she once had known in Vasha.

      “What is it?” Safran asked.

      “Do you remember me talking about the merahl?”

      Safran nodded.

      “That howl you just heard. That’s a merahl.”

      “Why are you breaking camp then?”

      “If the merahl are howling like that, it means they’re hunting groeliin.”

      Safran’s eyes widened, and he nodded. “They are here then?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t say for sure, but I haven’t known the merahl to raise the alarm unnecessarily.”

      Safran left her, and she finished gathering her belongings and strapped her pack to the horse. As she did, there came another low howl, closer this time.

      She patted her horse’s flank and left her there, and headed toward the edge of the camp.

      If they had to fight, the horses wouldn’t be able to participate. When they had been south of the mountains, the horses had been protected, and the Magi had done everything they could to prevent the groeliin from attacking them.

      “They’re to the west,” Selton said, coming to stand next to her. His hand resting on the hilt of his sword, he stared into the darkness, an intensity to his gaze that she hadn’t seen in a while. Could it be that he had needed to come to help him find his purpose?

      “I’ve only heard the two,” she said.

      “As have I. But if there are two, that means—”

      Roelle nodded. “That means Antrilii.”

      They needed to find the Antrilii. She had brought her people here—as well as the Deshmahne—thinking to offer their assistance with the groeliin. If the merahl they now heard were out there and had located the groeliin, time was of the essence. They needed to reach the Antrilii quickly.

      “We could leave the horses and a handful of Magi with them,” Selton said.

      “If we leave the horses, and those we leave behind to guard them are overrun…”

      Selton nodded. “It was a suggestion.”

      “A good one, but I worry that we might have to do something more.”

      Another howl split the night. It was even closer than the last. If the groeliin were coming their way, it was too late to worry about the horses. They had to prepare for battle. Now.

      “Have them form up,” she said.

      Selton nodded and ran off.

      Roelle searched for Safran again and found him giving directions. He paused long enough to glance over at her.

      “We are forming our lines,” she told him. “The merahl sound like they’re getting closer.”

      “Is that not what you want?”

      “It means groeliin approach. We need to be ready. Have your men keep to the east.”

      “But these creatures are coming from the west.”

      “That’s where we hear the merahl, but groeliin are clever. We’ve been surprised by them before. Just be ready.”

      Safran watched her for a moment before nodding.

      Roelle found her Magi readied. They had lined up in several rows, a formation prepared for any attack. It reassured her to see her Magi so prepared, especially as it had been months since they had faced groeliin. It had been months since they had done anything other than spar. And now they were ready for the forward attack.

      What of an attack from behind them?

      With the thought, she spun and noted shadows shifting along the rock coming down the mountainside.

      “To me!” she screamed.

      She motioned to the groeliin, and a dozen warriors started toward her. Roelle was as pleased as she always was at the speed with which they changed direction. They were well trained and fearless. As one, they unsheathed, and in little more than a few heartbeats, they plunged into battle.

      Roelle shouted as she threw herself at the groeliin.

      How long had it been since she’d confronted one of these creatures? There was a certain comfort in battling groeliin. It was better to fight groeliin than to fight Deshmahne. With groeliin, she had little doubt that they deserved their fate. With Deshmahne—especially now—she no longer felt the same certainty.

      There were hundreds of the creatures.

      Such numbers would once have overwhelmed her—and her soldiers. They fought without hesitation, slicing through the creatures as they attacked with clubs and fangs and claws.

      Roelle spun and faced a groeliin the likes of which she had never seen before.

      A sword.

      The creature slashed at her, and Roelle instinctively fell into the catahs, using the familiarity of the patterns to help her know where to place her blade next. As she went, she shifted her attack, using some of what Safran had demonstrated.

      The groeliin countered and was fast. The initial shock of finding a groeliin capable of wielding a sword quickly dissipated as she focused on his blade, but she soon felt the pressure of her warriors behind her. If she didn’t end this quickly, she would be forced back into the other Magi.

      Roelle used her manehlin, attempting to freeze the groeliin.

      The creature seemed to slash through whatever she had done.

      Roelle pushed her manehlin through her sword. It usually responded, helping augment her ability, but this time, there was a strangeness to it. The blade flashed with a hazy blue light.

      The groeliin stepped back.

      Roelle used that moment to attack, catching the creature on the shoulder and spinning, jamming her sword into its midsection.

      The groeliin fell.

      Roelle didn’t pause. She continued her attack, jumping to the next creature. This one was more familiar to her, the same type of groeliin they had faced countless times before, and she brought her sword around, beheading it.

      She attacked one after another, each time she threw her manehlin at the groeliin, using it to freeze them, so that they couldn’t get too close to her.

      And then there was silence.

      Roelle looked around, searching for signs of her Magi to see how many had fallen. As far as she could tell, all remained standing. There were at least a hundred dead groeliin piled around them, and she was alarmed to see Selton standing over another groeliin that had carried a sword. Where had he found the power to defeat the large creature?

      He made his way over to her. He was panting, struggling to catch his breath. “We’ve never seen any like that before.”

      “Nahrsin warned us that there were more powerful groeliin.”

      “It’s one thing for him to warn us that they exist, and it’s quite another to come across them.”

      “Why do you think the merahl didn’t engage?” Roelle asked. As she had fought, she had been expecting the merahl to join in, but they hadn’t. There had to be some reason that they had chosen not to.

      “I don’t know.”

      Roelle made her way along the line of Magi, checking for injury. Those who had been hurt had only minor injuries. She hoped none were poisoned as she had been, but in the event they were, they needed to find the Antrilii to use their strange healing powers on them.

      Roelle went toward Safran. How many of the Deshmahne had been injured in this attack? She found the priest crouching in front of a fallen groeliin. He frowned as he studied the body and didn’t look up as she neared.

      “When you described them, I never imagined they would be so horrible.”

      “How many did you lose?”

      He looked up at her then. “These creatures move like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      “They’re hard to kill. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

      “And then there are those with swords. You didn’t warn us that they were so armed.”

      Roelle breathed out. “I didn’t know. We’ve never encountered groeliin who fight with swords.”

      “They are skilled.”

      “Yes. They are skilled.” That had surprised her. The groeliin were not only now armed, they were talented. She had managed to kill one, as had Selton. Had Safran’s men encountered even more? How many of their people would die if they encountered these creatures again? “Safran,” she said, trying to get his attention.

      The priest looked up at her and blinked slowly.

      “How many did you lose?”

      He glanced back at the groeliin before standing, then hurried to check on his Deshmahne. When Safran made his way back to her, he shook his head.

      Roelle nodded. “None? Good. We didn’t lose—”

      Safran blinked. “No. We lost many.”

      “How many?”

      “Two dozen. Two dozen priests have gone to meet the gods.”

      Two dozen of them had fallen facing the groeliin? How was that possible? The Deshmahne were skilled enough fighters that they should not have lost nearly that many. But then, how many had the Magi lost when they’d first begun facing the groeliin? How many would she have lost had the Deshmahne not gifted her and the other Magi with tattoos that had enhanced them?

      “I am so sorry, Safran.”

      “They gave of themselves willingly, Mage. Do not think their sacrifice was by any choice but their own.”

      “I never would have said otherwise.”

      She looked at the fallen groeliin, trying to see why more of the Deshmahne would have died when the Magi had not lost anyone. The Deshmahne had taken down at least one hundred groeliin, as well, and of them, she counted a dozen that had carried black teralin swords.

      She didn’t think the Magi had confronted more than the two she and Selton had defeated.

      What was different? Why would the Deshmahne have faced so many more of this type of groeliin than the Magi did?

      “What now?” Safran asked.

      “Now we need to burn the bodies.”

      “Does that not attract more of these creatures to the flames?”

      “That’s not been my experience. The Antrilii tend to destroy the fallen groeliin.”

      “Is that out of respect?”

      “No. It’s because if they do not, they fear the fallen groeliin will attract more.”

      Safran motioned to a few of his priests, and they began dragging the groeliin bodies together. When they had them piled up, Safran himself chanted quietly, and the bodies ignited.

      Roelle saw that the Magi had managed the same. She was pleased they had not needed a reminder. The stink of the burning groeliin filled her nostrils, but they would remain until all of the groeliin had burned away. They could not leave too soon, something that Nahrsin had explained to her.

      When the last of the bodies burned to ash, Roelle breathed out. She stared into the dark night, thankful that another attack had not come while they were finishing their preparations. But their break would be short. If the groeliin had begun to attack, that meant they were once more in their lands. And she needed to have her Magi ready for the possibility of another attack.

      As she stood thinking, there came a long, mournful howl from a distant merahl.

      This time, the Deshmahne seemed to pick up on it, and Safran glanced over to her. All she could do was nod.

      By the time another howl came, the Magi and the Deshmahne had already formed up and were prepared for the next attack.

      Even though she was ready for it, the fact that it came so soon after the last troubled her. They had faced ten thousand groeliin before, but they’d had the Antrilii there to help, and they had the Great Forest to assist them. There would be no such help this time.

      Had she made a mistake?

      Another howl, this one closer.

      She forced thoughts out of her mind and readied to fight.
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      Morning came slowly. Roelle was exhausted, the constant attacks wearing on her. She’d barely had a chance to recover after one when the merahl warned them of another. They had so far not seen any of the merahl but had heard them countless times throughout the night, a warning each time that she—and now the Deshmahne—knew to heed.

      The sun rose slowly, but there was little relief in the daylight. Once more, she heard the calling of the merahl, and she nodded to her exhausted Magi. Doubt had begun to creep into her gut, though in reality, it had begun to creep in hours ago. After the third attack, she had started to worry that she had misjudged.

      “There’s something wrong,” Selton said.

      “Something beyond the fact that we continue to face attack after attack?” Roelle asked.

      At least this position gave them somewhat of an advantage. If they could hold—and so far, they had managed to hold well—they could force the groeliin off a rocky cliff, or could crush them between the line of Magi and Deshmahne and the sloping wall leading up the mountainside.

      “Nahrsin told us we would face groeliin if we came north like this, but he said they fight in broods, and that it’s rarely more than a hundred or so. We’ve killed nearly a thousand.”

      Roelle had lost count. Fires from the burning groeliin had lit the night, and all she could smell was the char and stink of the fallen groeliin. They’d faced more of those groeliin with the swords, but they weren’t frequent, thankfully. For the most part, the groeliin seemed to be trying to get past them, and the occasional creature that did manage to get around the Magi or the Deshmahne didn’t turn and come after them. Instead, those groeliin disappeared into the night, toward the southern mountains.

      “I don’t know what to make of it. We’ve never hunted the groeliin in the mountains, so we don’t know what’s normal for them.”

      “I don’t think it’s this,” Selton said.

      Safran stood a step behind them, a strained look to his face. A bloody gash lined his forehead, and his robes had been tattered at some point during the night, but he still stood.

      Safran had lost nearly one hundred Deshmahne. With each one, he sang a mournful song, honoring their passing. There was something about the song that pulled at Roelle, making her feel as if she should sing along with him.

      The Magi had lost a few, but the Deshmahne had taken the brunt of the losses. For some reason, the attacks continued more heavily near the Deshmahne. They fought bravely—honorably. Roelle found herself mourning along with Safran.

      “How many more do you think we can handle?” Safran asked.

      “We’re going to need sleep, and we’re going to need help, especially if the groeliin continue to come at us like this.”

      They would not be able to handle an ongoing deluge of groeliin. Even if they could stay awake—something she was growing less and less certain of—they might not have the numbers to confront the type of attacks they had been facing.

      “How can we sleep? These attacks keep coming at us.”

      “We have to find someplace to hunker down,” Roelle said.

      Safran stared at her. “What do you propose?”

      “There are caves all along these mountains.” They had come across them many times on their way through the mountains but had never explored them. Roelle hadn’t thought they would need to use them for refuge, and even if she had, two hundred and fifty soldiers would have been difficult to hide within the caves. Now that their numbers had nearly been cut in half, that didn’t seem to be quite so outrageous.

      “We will follow you, Mage.”

      Roelle mounted her horse, grabbed the reins, and started along the trail. Selton followed her, along with Lendra, and then the line of Magi. Behind them came the Deshmahne. Roelle was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to find a place to sleep, but sleep meant death, and she was not ready for that.

      “Do you really think we can hide in the caves?” Selton whispered, glancing back at the line of riders behind them.

      Roelle sighed. “I don’t know. First, we have to find the caves.”

      They picked their way along the trail, moving away from the howls of the merahl, and hopefully away from the groeliin.

      “Why this way?” Lendra asked.

      Roelle glanced over. At some point, Lendra had found a sword, though she didn’t know how to use it. She had it strapped to her back, but it was the short staff she carried that she was more familiar with. “If we head west, I’m afraid we will run into more groeliin.”

      “You have us running from them now?” Selton asked.

      “Not running. We need rest. Are you worried that you haven’t killed enough?” she asked with a smile.

      Selton studied her, and for the first time in a while, he began to smile. “No. I think I have had my share of experience with the groeliin. I’ll take the chance to sleep.”

      “If we can find a cave large enough to house most of us, we can defend the mouth of the cave more easily than trying to protect ourselves from all sides as the groeliin surround us.”

      Selton nodded and look forward again. When they finally reached a mountain peak, Roelle motioned across the valley to the next mountain. She saw dark outlines along the side of the rocky slope.

      They were caves.

      Not just a single cave, but many.

      “That’s where we’re heading,” she said, motioning to Selton. Safran had ridden up to join her and peered out across the valley below.

      “How quickly do you think we can get over there?” he asked.

      Roelle looked to him and frowned. “Quickly?”

      Safran motioned behind him. “I’m afraid we won’t have much time.”

      She followed the direction of his gaze and saw groeliin making their way along the trail toward them.

      In the daylight, the grey-skinned creatures looked even more horrible. At least they could see them. There was some benefit to fighting them in the daylight, though even at night, they were visible.

      She noted the merahl howling more acutely and wondered why she had not heard it before. Had she been so focused on the caves that she had neglected to pay attention to the merahl?

      No. It was exhaustion. She could barely hold herself up, and now she would need to fight again?

      The groeliin threw themselves at the first line of Deshmahne.

      There was an urgency—an angry violence—to the way the groeliin attacked. It was unusual even for the groeliin.

      She glanced at Selton. “We have to help them.” If they didn’t, the Deshmahne would take the brunt of the attack, and they had lost so many already. “Bring the Magi.”

      Selton nodded.

      She was thankful he didn’t object. Maybe this was what Endric had been talking about, having a friend who was willing to question but would follow commands when needed. Releasing her horse, she rushed to help the Deshmahne.

      She joined, her sword hewing through the flesh of the groeliin as she cut them down, taking them one at a time.

      She fought shoulder to shoulder with the Deshmahne and breathed heavily for each soldier who fell. The battle was brutal, and she feared they would lose many. She hoped enough survived to help the Antrilii, but they had lost so many already. They might have killed over a thousand groeliin, but how many more lived in the mountains?

      How ignorant had she been? She had come north thinking that she could help with the groeliin threat, but what did she think she knew that the Antrilii did not? They have been fighting the groeliin for centuries.

      The groeliin continued to attack with a savagery that she did not recall from the last time she faced them. Merahl howled, this time much closer than they had been the last.

      Was that why the groeliin were attacking with such ferocity? Did they fear the merahl?

      Roelle was forced back, as were the Deshmahne.

      Magi joined them, fighting alongside the Deshmahne, and she continued to slash at the groeliin, bringing them down as quickly as she could.

      The merahl’s howls intensified. As they did, the frenzy to the groeliin increased. They were forced back, again and again, and soon they reached the edge overlooking the valley. Roelle glanced down. If they did nothing, they would be forced over the edge—the very tactic she had hoped to use against the groeliin.

      “Take as many as you can to the caves,” she shouted at Selton.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “That’s an order.”

      Selton glared at her, but he nodded.

      Safran was somewhere nearby, but she couldn’t see him. “Safran! Take your priests down to the valley!”

      She wasn’t sure if he heard, or if he would even do as she asked, but the soldiers began to thin out, leaving her with fewer and fewer people fighting alongside her.

      All she needed to do was buy them time.

      She didn’t fear dying. She had nearly died many times when facing the groeliin and had already thought herself gone after the attack in Thealon when she’d been poisoned. She was willing to sacrifice herself and willing to do whatever it took to buy her soldiers the time they needed.

      She pushed out with her manehlin.

      She had been fighting with it, but there was only so much she could do. If she drew upon her manehlin too much, she would exhaust her strength faster than was wise. Instead, she drew upon it slowly, taking barely more than a trickle, but now she used the last of it, creating a barrier in front of her, a wall that she hoped would hold back the groeliin long enough to buy her people time.

      The effort of it was agony.

      She pushed through her teralin sword, using it to intensify her connection to manehlin, and screamed.

      Pain tore through her, shattering her mind.

      She screamed again.

      Manehlin existed all around her. Somehow, she could see it. She drew upon this, and forced it through her sword, as well, fortifying the barrier that she had created, holding it so the groeliin could not get past her.

      She felt them thrashing at the resistance that she had formed, but she was strong. She didn’t know how long she would be able to hold on to it, but risked looking to the side, and saw five Deshmahne—including Safran—fighting alongside her. A handful of Magi had also remained with her.

      “Go. I will hold them.”

      Safran glanced over at her. “You will not sacrifice yourself and gain the honor of the gods without my presence,” Safran said.

      “I’m not trying to gain the honor of the gods,” she said. “All I want is to give you the chance to get to safety. Keep yourself—and your people—protected.”

      She turned away from him, focusing on the manehlin, pushing out with it. She couldn’t focus on what Safran was doing but felt manehlin being used near her. He had not abandoned her.

      The groeliin continued to push against her barrier, and she fought to hold it. She stabbed through the barrier with her teralin sword, before falling back. There was no place for her to go, not anymore.

      She felt her strength fading.

      As soon as she released the barrier, she would no longer be able to keep the groeliin from chasing her people.

      Roelle sagged to her knees.

      She felt a hand at her elbow, propping her up. Selton.

      “I wasn’t going to let you die alone.”

      It had been an order, but he had ignored it. “I need someone to lead if I’m not there.”

      “Then let me stay. You’re more valuable than me.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think you are strong enough to hold them back.”

      She hated telling Selton that, but it was true. Because he had not taken the Deshmahne offering, he wasn’t strong enough to withstand the groeliin.

      “Give me—”

      Selton didn’t have the chance to finish.

      Roelle’s connection to the manehlin collapsed suddenly. The groeliin surged forward, but something pushed back against them.

      Roelle tried to see what it was, but fatigue—and pain—worked against her.

      The groeliin poured down the face of the mountain, heading toward the valley below.

      Roelle watched with horror. Her people would be slaughtered there.

      She staggered toward the edge of the mountain and saw shapes moving along the valley floor. At first, she thought they were her soldiers, but she realized they were not. They were groeliin.

      Had she sent her people to a slaughter?

      “Oh no.” She couldn’t stand to watch, but at the same time, she couldn’t tear her eyes away. It was horrific. “I’m sorry, Safran. I sent your people to die.”

      As she watched, something strange happened.

      The groeliin streaming down the side of the mountain suddenly froze.

      A loud hissing erupted, echoing off the walls.

      And then there came a flash of white.

      With it, Roelle detected that something had changed, but she didn’t know what. She stared, unable to take her eyes off the valley, not wanting to watch the end of her people but needing to watch it.

      The groeliin no longer moved.

      Nothing moved.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      As she did, a merahl bounded down the trail and stopped a short distance from her. A dozen more appeared, and then they followed the first one down the side of the mountain and into the valley. Roelle thought they might attack, but they didn’t. They crouched, waiting.

      “Gods!” Selton said.

      “Not the gods,” Roelle said. She didn’t know what this was, but it wasn’t the gods. “But come on,” she said. “I think we need to go down and see what just happened.”

      Selton and Safran both looked over at her. Both men nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The inside of the cave was dimly lit, and it stank, a musky odor to it that reminded Roelle of the groeliin. She stared ahead, unable to fathom what she was seeing, or the fact that the groeliin seemed to be helping. How was that possible?

      She refused to sheathe her sword. She didn’t sense any immediate threat but wanted to be prepared just in case.

      “Is this all of you?”

      Roelle recognized the Mage Elder standing at the back of the cave, but at the same time, she didn’t. She remembered Isandra as being a somewhat older woman, not the vibrant, even powerful woman she saw before her, and Roelle would never have dreamed she would carry a sword as she did so comfortably. Then again, she would not have expected Isandra to have the massive merahl crouched at her side, either, with her hand resting on the merahl’s head.

      “This is all of us,” Roelle said. “What is this? What’s happening here?” She couldn’t shake the image of the groeliin simply stopping the attack. Something had happened to them, though she did not know what it was. There had been a change to the creatures, and she suspected it had something to do with what Isandra had done, but she didn’t know.

      “This is us confronting the groeliin,” Isandra said.

      “By doing what, exactly?”

      Isandra looked past her, and Roelle turned to study the groeliin in the doorway of the cave. Whatever was taking place here was unusual. Not only did it seem as if Isandra wasn’t trying to harm the groeliin, but she also seemed to be trying to help them. But why?

      Isandra glanced to an Antrilii that Roelle hadn’t noticed standing near the rear of the cavern. He was handsome in the way many of the Antrilii were, with broad shoulders and an intense stare, but there was something about him that she recognized.

      “Jassan?”

      The Antrilii stepped forward and met her eyes. When she’d seen him last, he had been traveling with Nahrsin, hunting groeliin along with her. He had known everything that they had gone through. With that being the case, why would he be here, helping Isandra with… Whatever it was she was doing?

      “I heard you lived,” he said. “I didn’t believe it possible, but here you stand. The gods have brought us back together.”

      Isandra glanced over at Jassan, giving him a strange look. Was that jealousy that she saw or was there something else?

      The more she stared at them, the more she realized there was something between Jassan and Isandra.

      “Here I stand. And here you stand with one of the Magi Elders and several broods of groeliin that you have decided not to destroy. I wonder why that is?”

      Isandra stepped toward Roelle, forcing her focus. “Because I intend to do everything I can to stop the groeliin, but that doesn’t mean I intend to destroy them.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Isandra leaned closer, and there was an intensity to her gaze. Roelle frowned, uncertain how to react. There was an expression on her face that Roelle had never seen from an Elder before.

      “It means that you will need to help, Roelle. Everything I’ve heard about you tells me you are the one to assist me.”

      Was this why Endric had not tried to talk her out of coming north?

      He must have known. As usual, Endric had known.

      She glanced from Isandra to Jassan before looking over her shoulder, out of the cave where her Magi warriors and the Deshmahne waited. “What do you need from me?”
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      The ash from Oluantiin Mountain created a coating over everything. It was one of the reasons Brohmin had been pleased to have excuses to stay away from Salvat. It had been a decade, perhaps longer since he’d last come, but in that time, not much had changed. But the Conclave had existed for a thousand years, so a decade was little more than the blink of an eye.

      “We’ve been here nearly a week, Brohmin, and we’ve not discovered anything.”

      Salindra sat across from him at the table in the library. Books were spread out across the tabletop, many of them hundreds of years old, old enough that they would have been placed in a protected wing of the Magi library. To the Conclave, these were some of the newer works. There were some volumes that were over a thousand years old. A few were written in code, and Brohmin wondered who besides him knew that. Living for five hundred years had given him access to the library that others didn’t have. He had taken the opportunity to understand much of what was stored here but didn’t have the same memory as Novan. The historian had a near perfect memory, recalling everything that he’d ever read.

      If Brohmin had such a gift, he would have been much more valuable to the Conclave over the years, but his ability was not in his recollection—at least not in what he’d read.

      “We have to keep looking. There has to be something here that will help us understand this difference that the Lashiin priests spoke of.”

      Brohmin was convinced there was something here, though where would it be?

      The priests had told him of a division among the damahne, though there had never been a reported division. If one existed, it would indicate that the damahne who had served on the Conclave during that time had not revealed everything to them. It would mean something had been held back from the Conclave. Without all the information, how could they ever have made the right decisions?

      What he needed was Jakob. If Jakob could walk back along the fibers and see the experiences of the damahne, Brohmin could use that and imagined that it would help him find what the Lashiin priests referred to.

      “Your library is enormous. How do you expect us to find anything within any reasonable amount of time?”

      “It might be enormous, but there are only a few places we need to look. Only a few places where that type of knowledge can be found.”

      Which was the reason that he had chosen these texts to spread out on the table?

      There were others, but they would be less likely to contain the information he sought.

      “How much time do you think we have?”

      Brohmin offered a hint of a smile. Was she aware of his fading ability? Did she know that his connection to the ahmaean continued to weaken? Or was it simply a question she asked by chance?

      “We have all the time that we need.”

      An older woman entered, and she glanced from Brohmin to Salindra with a sour expression. “Do you really need to make such a mess, Hunter?”

      Brohmin glanced up at her. Bollah had served the Conclave for nearly fifty years, and in that time, she had come to view him with a certain disdain. Many on the Conclave did. They didn’t view him as a scholar, not the way they viewed Novan with something bordering on reverence. No, Brohmin was a tool, and his purpose was clear. He was the Hunter. That he had failed in his task for the last five hundred years had done nothing to gain him any favor with the Conclave.

      “I have earned the right to do as I need to.”

      She pressed her lips together in a deeper frown. “I’m not saying that you don’t have the right to review these journals,” she said. Her gaze then fixed on the books set in front of him before flickering up to Salindra. They lingered there for a moment, before turning back to him. “I only ask that you perform your review in a neater fashion.”

      Brohmin chuckled. “I’m sorry that my mess on the table offends you, Bollah.”

      She turned away in left in a huff. When she was gone, Salindra looked over at him. “Why do they treat you that way?”

      “What way is that?”

      “As if you are somehow less than they are. You’re Brohmin Ulruuy. You’ve lived for hundreds of years. How many of them can say the same?”

      Brohmin grunted. “It’s because I’m Brohmin Ulruuy. Were I Novan, or were I even Endric, they would treat me quite differently. But to them, I am the Hunter.”

      “Doesn’t that bother you?”

      He waved his hand. “Maybe it should, but I recognize that my purpose is greater than what they give me credit for. Besides, they know that I have the ear of Endric and Novan, so they would not dare force me out.”

      Brohmin reached for one of the books on the shelf and then returned to the table. There were several like this, several that he didn’t completely understand. There were messages within it, though he couldn’t understand them. Was it some sort of code? If it was, why would an entire document like this be coded?

      “How long are we going to be here?” Salindra asked.

      Brohmin stared at the book, pulling another like it toward him. If he could figure out the code, if he could find some way to understand it, maybe he could be of some use. But so far, he had not discovered anything that might be of value. He had come knowing the damahne were divided, having learned that from the Lashiin priests, but there wasn’t anything he had found that would help Jakob.

      “Brohmin?”

      He sighed and set the book down, looking up at Salindra. “I can’t help the way that I once did,” he said.

      “Help who?”

      He looked around, wishing the answers were easier. After all these years, he had outlived all of those who had come before him, those who had tasked him with finding Raime and serving as the Hunter. He may not have completed his assignment, but that didn’t mean that he hadn’t served a valuable purpose.

      “The Conclave.”

      Salindra smiled and reached across the table to take his hand. “Do you think that matters?”

      “It’s all that I’ve known.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve lived for hundreds of years. You’ve known many things and many experiences.”

      “And in most of that time, I have been the Hunter.”

      “And now you can finally rest. Let someone else take over that mantle.”

      If only it were that easy. There was a part of him that wanted to rest, that wanted to allow someone else to take over as the Hunter, but it had been his task and his role for so long that he didn’t see how he could give it up.

      “Or find another way to serve,” Salindra went on. “Isn’t that what you taught me? When I lost my abilities, you didn’t allow me to wallow in that sadness. You forced me to come along with you, and you forced me to find a different purpose.”

      “I didn’t force you to do anything. I offered you an alternative.”

      “Fine. You didn’t force, but you strongly encouraged that I come with you. And because I did, I found that there is much more than I ever could have imagined to the world. I have discovered that I can serve in ways that I never would have believed possible. Now you need to do the same. Find a new purpose.”

      Brohmin looked down at the book in front of him. It was the reason he had come here, thinking that if he could find answers, he would be able to help Jakob find the key to eventually stopping Raime. Learning that the damahne were divided had to be important, though he didn’t yet know why.

      “Brohmin?” she asked.

      He pulled his gaze off the books in front of him and met her eyes.

      “You’ve come so far, and you have done so much. Don’t ever forget that.”

      “If only I were Novan, I might be able to find something here in this library.”

      Salindra chuckled. “I think you’re the first person who has ever wished they were the historian.”

      “I only wish that I had his knowledge.”

      “You have lived how much longer than Novan?”

      “It’s not the fact that I’ve lived longer, it’s the fact that he remembers everything he has ever read.”

      “Everything?”

      He nodded. “Everything.”

      Salindra stared at the books in front of Brohmin. “Even if he does, you still have an advantage over him. You have experience. Use that to find the answers that you’re looking for.”

      Brohmin took in a deep breath and turned his attention back to the books. He couldn’t shake the sense that there was something here that would be useful. But where would he find it, and what would it be?

      If he could interpret these books, and if he could find information that might be of value to Jakob, maybe he could once again be the Hunter.

      That had to be enough.

      Brohmin couldn’t shake the sense that it still was not.
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      It took a moment for Jakob to recognize the difference within the Tower. There was more light than was present in his time. Dozens of the glowing globes were placed all around the hall, and up and down the stairs leading to this landing. The air had a fragrance to it that reminded him of a meadow of flowers, though there was a hint of a coming rain within it, as well.

      Shoren hurried through the halls, and Jakob sensed an agitation within his host. It was the first time he had ever experienced that with Shoren.

      Now is not a good time for me, Jakob.

      Jakob wasn’t surprised that Shoren was aware of his presence. The damahne always seemed to recognize him. How was it that he did?

      Was it possible that Jakob had visitors traveling back and sitting inside of his mind without him knowing?

      The idea troubled him but also provided a sense of peace to him. If others were able to walk back and see him, it meant that everything he was trying to do now succeeded.

      Why? What’s happening?

      There is disagreement within the Council.

      What kind of disagreement?

      Shoren paused, and he seemed to reflect upon a tapestry hanging on the wall. On that tapestry, there was a scene depicting a massive series of mountains rising over a flat landscape. Near the base of the mountains, there was a clear lake. It looked like there were figures around the lake, but the distance and scale depicted on the tapestry made it difficult for him to determine.

      If you don’t know of the disagreement, then perhaps it isn’t as meaningful as it seems to be in my time.

      Just because I don’t know of it, doesn’t mean that it isn’t meaningful. I haven’t discovered everything about the damahne to know enough of the histories.

      It was something Novan could help him with, but Jakob thought there was too little time left for the historian to continue to offer insight. Though he had finally found and captured his brother, he still didn’t have answers he sought that would help him find Raime.

      I forget that you don’t have the same advantages I do. You are the last of the damahne in your time.

      Not the last, not anymore. There are others and more and more awaken.

      Awaken? 

      Jakob had a sense that the term seemed surprising to Shoren. While he felt he exposed himself during the connection to Shoren, it didn’t always work both ways. Everything that Jakob learned from Shoren came from the damahne allowing Jakob to know.

      That’s what it seems to take. When I find those who were afflicted by madness in my time, I need to awaken their connection to their ahmaean. Only once I do does their ability manifest.

      Interesting. We don’t have the same need in my time.

      You’ve told me that those born to damahne know of their abilities from birth.

      Not from birth, but they are born to them. They learn to use them, much like they learn to walk.

      How much more powerful would he have been had he known about his ahmaean, and his connection to it, from the moment he was born? Would it have made any difference? With his ability to travel back along the fibers and borrow knowledge from damahne who came before him, Jakob thought that he learned almost as much as he could have learned had he known ahmaean from birth.

      I have to help those of my time. I have to travel to their strands within the fibers, and let them borrow knowledge that I have discovered.

      Shoren continued to study the tapestry, and Jakob realized that he had done so intentionally, using his study of it as an excuse for him to simply stand and communicate with Jakob.

      Your ability to travel to unconnected strands within the fibers is unique. I have tried to understand, and have tried to walk the fibers myself so that I can replicate it, but I am unable to do so.

      What happens when you attempt to walk the fibers in that way?

      I’m not able to separate from my own strand. I can reach far back along my fibers, at least as far back as is possible for me to go, but I am not able to transition to another strand the way you describe.

      It takes an enormous amount of energy and effort for me to do it. When I try, I have to be in certain places where I’m able to access that energy.

      Explain.

      That’s part of the reason I have come back this time. I need to understand what the damahne know about teralin.

      Some in my time believe the Deshmaker created it so that our abilities were countered.

      In the positive polarity, it doesn’t counter any abilities. It can augment them.

      There aren’t many in my time who understand the difference between the creative and destructive forms of the metal. We have kept that knowledge confined to the Council.

      Why?

      The metal has proven dangerous, and there are those among the damahne who should not be granted additional strength. They possess enough connection to ahmaean as it is. If they were given the ability to reach for more than what they naturally can, they would use it to…

      To what?

      Shoren turned away from the tapestry and started down the hall. It was a part of the Tower that Jakob didn’t recognize, though considering the enormity of the Tower, that wasn’t altogether surprising. Shoren strode confidently along the hall, and didn’t pass any other damahne as he went. When he reached the end of the hallway, he shifted.

      He appeared in a massive chamber that Jakob had not yet seen. Were they still within the Tower? The room would to take up an entire floor, if so. An enormous circular table took up much of the center of the room, with chairs around it. There were no decorations in the room, only the same glowing globes of light that were found elsewhere within the Tower.

      What is this place?

      This is the Council chamber. Have you not been here before?

      Not in my time, nor in any other.

      Thirteen damahne sit on the Council. We provide guidance to the rest of the damahne.

      Why thirteen?

      It could not be an even number, as there cannot be a decision without a majority of support. I suppose thirteen is a representative sample of damahne in my time, but the number has always been thirteen.

      You didn’t answer what you thought other damahne would use their enhanced connection to ahmaean to do.

      I did not.

      Shoren looked around, and Jakob realized that he was the only damahne in the Council chamber. Why not? What are you concerned about happening?

      If others were to discover that there was something about this metal that granted strength, they might use it to remove those they do not feel belong in this world.

      You mean the daneamiin.

      Jakob had already seen how there had been a division within the damahne regarding the existence of the daneamiin. It still surprised him that there would be such a rift, and he wasn’t certain what caused it, other than fear about the nature of the power the daneamiin could reach. It was the reason the daneamiin had disappeared to the other side of the valley, and the reason they had created a city so far removed from anyone else.

      I mean that there are those who would use that knowledge to purify ahmaean.

      I don’t understand. How would they purify ahmaean?

      They would destroy those who had ahmaean different from their own.

      The comment hung between them, and Jakob found it difficult to believe that the damahne would do something like that, but he sensed from Shoren a real fear and sensed that there were damahne from Shoren’s time that would resort to a sort of violence Jakob could not imagine the damahne capable of.

      The nemerahl’s warning and what Jakob had seen of Raime made him think there was another possibility. Have the damahne ever actually fought amongst themselves?

      There have been disagreements, but there has been no outright violence. Too many are concerned about how such violence would impact the barrier.

      By that, you mean the separation between creation and destruction. Making and unmaking?

      Violence leads to destruction, and destruction leads to the Deshmaker.

      Has anyone ever spoken to the Maker?

      Spoken to the Maker? The Maker is beyond this world, Jakob. There is no speaking to such a being. Can an ant speak to you?

      That’s how you would view it? You believe that damahne are nothing more than ants compared to the power of the Maker?

      I don’t know what to make of it. The Maker is beyond my comprehension.

      But you have to have given some thought to it.

      I have given some thought.

      Jakob considered what Shoren had told him, and wondered what else he might know that he wasn’t sharing. There had to be more about the teralin that Shoren knew, didn’t there? Or was Shoren’s knowledge limited? Could more have been discovered about teralin than Shoren knew?

      Jakob had already realized that there were things the damahne of the past simply didn’t know. Perhaps walking back along the fibers no longer provided the same benefits it once had. Though there was value in understanding what had taken place before, as he began to understand things more, maybe he should focus on the present and the future.

      Yet there were things that he still questioned. There was a connection to the past that he needed to understand.

      Who in this time are most committed to maintaining the purity of ahmaean?

      There are many who feel this way.

      If there are many, who is the most committed to it?

      Why do you ask? Do you think that someone from my time can still be influencing your time?

      I don’t know. The nemerahl has told me that there is another person with power that I need to be concerned about. I suspect this person existed in your time, and everything I’m learning tells me that they likely viewed ahmaean in the way that you describe—as a need to maintain purity.

      And his vision had wanted him to have balance. How could he have balance if there was someone working against him?

      Shoren fell silent, and Jakob couldn’t tell whether he was disturbed by the prospect.

      We need help, Shoren. If this is connected in any way to what has happened before, we need to understand so that that influence can be stopped.

      The trouble, Jakob, is that you have already told me that there are none from my time still living. You believed yourself to be the last of the damahne when we first spoke, so how could someone from my time be influencing your time?

      That made sense, but what if it wasn’t as he believed? What if he hadn’t been the last damahne? Could the presence of another damahne have been hidden?

      He knew that it was possible to use teralin to conceal, but only in its neutral state. In a charged state, either positively or negatively charged, teralin no longer concealed the presence of ahmaean within it as it did otherwise.

      I sense that you wonder whether someone has hidden from you.

      I don’t have any other answer for it. The nemerahl seem to believe there is someone else.

      This troubled Shoren. Though he didn’t allow Jakob a connection that would let him fully know what he was thinking, he was able to detect Shoren’s concern. There was an edge to it, and he suspected that edge stemmed from the fact that even Shoren didn’t know the answer this time.

      How is teralin used to conceal? Jakob asked.

      You don’t have neutral teralin in your time?

      We do, but I would question how it worked. I don’t understand anything about teralin, not nearly as well as I think I should. I know that the metal allows ahmaean to be stored and augmented, but beyond that, I don’t grasp the way it works.

      In that, you are not alone. Even most of the damahne don’t understand how teralin works in that way. There is something about the neutral state that restricts the use of ahmaean. If only I had a better way of explaining it, but I do not.

      Where is teralin most concentrated?

      There are many places. We have chosen to build our homes near those places so that we can understand the metal better. The Tower is one such place. There is a massive store of teralin deep beneath it, and we use that connection to try and understand how this metal is connected to the Maker.

      And Vasha?

      Jakob had the sense of Shoren sorting through his mind, as if trying to reach for his knowledge.

      We knew it by a different name, but that was another such place. The damahne used it to create decorative items.

      Not only decorative, Jakob said, thinking of the artifacts that had been stored there. Many of those artifacts had other purposes, and those purposes were not always benign. The rod that Raime had grabbed from there was one such device. How many others had been stored there?

      No, Shoren agreed. It’s unfortunate that some of those items have lasted beyond when they should. Many of those items were intended to be destroyed, but we thought we would contain them inside the massive amounts of teralin within the mountain. That should have prevented others from realizing they were there.

      Maybe the teralin had prevented Raime from knowing they were there for years, but the Magi mining within Vasha had revealed them to him. What other places were there that had similar amounts of teralin?

      There is the north. There is much teralin in the mountains there. There are places on the southern arm, and then there is Oluantiin Mountain.

      Jakob frowned at the mention of that mountain. It couldn’t be a coincidence that there would be teralin within the volcano and that he had a vision of what he thought might be the Maker in that same place.

      Are there damahne in each location?

      There are. The Tower is only one such place, though we have often considered this home. Other places were less permanent.

      Less permanent likely meant more likely to be destroyed. Could that be the ruins he had found? Jakob had visions of the Lashiin ruins in Vasha, and he had visions from a ruin at Avaneam. How many other places would have similar ruins?

      Would there be something on Oluantiin Mountain?

      When I had a vision of the Maker, it came at Oluantiin.

      That place is difficult for the damahne to remain. There is too much teralin there for us to safely stay. We are unable to shift away from it.

      Too much teralin? Such a thing is possible?

      The entire mountain is made of teralin. It boils up from deep within the earth and spews forth. It is the beginning of all things. That is the reason that some have believed it most closely tied to the Maker.

      Why haven’t the damahne established a presence there?

      Some have tried, but they could not remain.

      There was something that Shoren wasn’t telling him, and it troubled Jakob. Why wouldn’t he share what he knew about teralin, especially since Jakob had not shielded Shoren from what he had experienced?

      Why not share with me?

      I worry about what you might do with such knowledge. You are unlike the damahne of my time.

      And that is bad?

      That is different. Different is difficult.

      Why is different difficult?

      It is challenging for us to know what is right.

      Different doesn’t mean something is wrong.

      The damahne—at least those of my time—have a particular view on things, Jakob.

      That particular view troubled Jakob, especially the more he learned. Were they completely unwilling to recognize that there was more to maintaining peace than what they were aware of? Were they unwilling to recognize that peace occasionally required acting with violence?

      You haven’t answered my question about which of your damahne tend to view the purity of the ahmaean as something to maintain.

      I have not. And I think that it is time for you to depart.

      You don’t want me to know.

      I grow concerned about what you share with me. As I said. You are different from the damahne of my time.

      And as I’ve said, different doesn’t mean that what I know or do is wrong.

      There was a hesitation, and then Shoren pushed Jakob from his mind.
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      The air had a hint of bitterness to it, and a thick band of smoke hung over everything. Wind sent the smoke spiraling, and there was a certain familiarity to what Jakob saw in front of him. The mountain rising before him had a certain barrenness to it. Nothing grew along the side, leaving a slowly sloping mound of darkness.

      It was teralin.

      Now that he was here, he could tell that it was teralin. When he had come in his vision, that hadn’t been clear, or perhaps he wasn’t allowed to know. Considering the nature of that vision, and what he had seen when he’d had it, it was possible that he had been forbidden access to that knowledge. He had been little more than a passenger, and he’d been shown what, exactly?

      There was a need for balance. That was what the vision had declared to him, but balance with what? It was something he had not yet worked out.

      “What do you intend to find here, Jakob Nialsen?”

      He glanced over to Anda. He had considered bringing Malaya, or one of the other damahne, but there was a certain comfort in having Anda with him, especially when he came searching for answers. She had a different connection to her ahmaean, and the way she used it allowed him to find a measure of peace that he did not have otherwise.

      “I don’t really know. Shoren confirmed that teralin is found in many places, and he’s the one who shared with me that it is abundant here. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      Jakob was now certain that Shoren hid knowledge from him. It was the first time he had experienced Shoren actively hiding things from him, but he was certain there was something Shoren didn’t want him to know. It seemed tied to the desire to maintain the purity of ahmaean, and with that, Jakob suspected there was disagreement among the damahne.

      Could Shoren be one who advocated purity?

      The idea troubled him. He’d shared so much with Shoren that he would be at a disadvantage if it were true.

      Answers. That was why he had come.

      He took a deep breath, breathing in the scent of the smoke, that of heat and fire, a sense of teralin in its neutral form.

      When he’d come to Salvat with Novan, he hadn’t been aware that teralin had played such a prominent role. Had he known, would he have attempted to explore more to understand the purpose teralin served here?

      He had shifted and appeared at a place some distance from the mountain. As Shoren had suggested, he wasn’t able to shift too close to the mountain itself. Any attempt to do so was rebuffed, as if there was an energy around it, though teralin didn’t have ahmaean of its own.

      “There is teralin in many places,” she said.

      “But you didn’t think there was teralin in the daneamiin lands.” He still hadn’t worked out what it meant that the negatively charged teralin had resisted his attempt to change its polarity. That had never happened before, and he worried about what it meant. Why would teralin fight changing from the negative to the positive polarity?

      “As I said, there is teralin in many places.”

      He glanced over to her. “Is that why the daneamiin settled where they did?”

      She stared at the mountain. “When my people first moved beyond the valley, they searched for a place that would allow them certain protections. The damahne were not in support of our ongoing existence.”

      “Shoren describes it as a desire for purity of ahmaean.”

      Anda sniffed softly, the most irritation he had ever heard from her. “How is our ahmaean less pure than that of the damahne? How is it any less pure than what the Magi possess?”

      Jakob took her hand, and this time, he was the one to push the soothing connection of ahmaean between them. “I didn’t say that I agreed with that.”

      Anda sighed. “There is a reason the daneamiin have withdrawn from the world. There had been a time when we took a more active role, but that only led to violence against my people.”

      “Remaining withdrawn hasn’t kept you safe, either. It simply means that when others encounter you, they fear you when they should not.”

      They stood quietly for a moment, both of them staring at the massive mountain. Jakob focused on the steam rising from it, and the sense of heat that he detected, even from here. It was nearly overpowering. How hot would it be when he moved closer to it?

      “What do you intend to find here?” Anda asked.

      Jakob had given that some thought. He had not known that an entire mountain of teralin existed, but now that he did, and now that he understood how teralin prevented shifting, he wondered if perhaps he might find other answers here.

      Was this where Raime hid?

      If it was, any advantage Jakob had from teralin would be neutralized. He couldn’t shift, which meant that he couldn’t escape if he were overpowered. It also meant that Raime wouldn’t be able to shift if he were here. Even if Raime was not here, perhaps this was a place he could bring Scottan and the other damahne who thought to attack him and prevent them from anything more dangerous.

      “I’m not sure what I will find here. I… I thought that maybe there would be answers, but maybe there aren’t. Maybe there is nothing for me to learn here.” Searching the mountain for evidence of Raime would be nearly impossible. The mountain was massive, and without any way of stretching his ahmaean, or any way of shifting, he wouldn’t be able to search for Raime. “I need to find him, but the longer I spend looking, the more questions I have. There is no evidence of Raime anywhere. It’s as if he has a way of simply disappearing.”

      “Which is why you thought to search for him here.”

      “Him or the other.” There had to be someone who guided Raime, didn’t there? Everything he had discovered pointed in that direction.

      “He would find the same restrictions with coming here as you did. This would not be a place for him. He would be trapped here no differently than you would be.”

      Jakob let out a frustrated sigh. The mountain might be where it made sense to find Raime, but it wasn’t where he could find him. Where did Raime hide?

      “We should leave,” he told Anda.

      “I thought you wanted to search for him here.”

      “It would take me days to search. The teralin is neutralizing my ability to shift, so if we were to do any searching, it would be by foot.”

      Jakob didn’t know how much longer they had, but from his glimpses along the fibers, he didn’t think there was a significant amount of time left. Days, perhaps. After that…

      After that, it was possible there would be nothing else. It could be that Raime succeeded, or it could be that Jakob managed to overcome. He just didn’t know. And if Jakob did manage to defeat Raime, what would it look like for him? What existed on his strand after that? He had to believe there was more than only darkness.

      “Perhaps there is another way for you to find the answers you need?”

      “How? I’ve looked along the fibers, and I’ve tried to see what else might be there, but nothing is clear.”

      She nodded. “Perhaps nothing is clear, but that doesn’t mean that you don’t have other ways of searching.”

      “If I can’t shift, and I’ve already struggled to find Raime, what are you suggesting?”

      She turned and pointed into the distance.

      Jakob followed the direction of her gaze, frowning as he realized that shapes moved along the bleak, rocky landscape.

      Who was coming toward them?

      He reached for his sword, and Anda touched his hand. “That will not be necessary, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “Who is it?”

      “A friend.”

      He started toward the distant figures, and as he neared, they became clearer, and he could make out Brohmin’s features. How long had it been since he’d last seen the Hunter? It seemed as if it had been ages, though it likely had only been a month or two.

      As they approached, he smiled, but it faded as he began to wonder why Brohmin would be here. What would have brought him away from Paliis and toward this mountain?

      “I wouldn’t have expected you here,” Jakob said.

      Brohmin breathed out a relieved sigh and glanced to Salindra. She looked much better than she had the last time Jakob had seen her. She was completely recovered, and with her recovery came a certain confidence that she rarely had displayed during their travels together.

      “I didn’t believe it, either, but I… felt… you.”

      Jakob frowned. “You felt me?”

      Brohmin nodded. “I don’t know how to explain it, but there was this sense of familiarity that came over me. I’ve only detected it around you, and that was when you saved me. I knew that I needed to find you, even if I didn’t know why.”

      Jakob glanced to Anda, but she remained silent.

      “Why were you here?”

      “The Conclave. Isn’t that why you’re here?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I’m here because of the neutral teralin found in the mountain. I thought that if anyplace would be able to conceal Raime’s presence, it would be here.”

      Brohmin’s gaze turned toward the mountain, and he nodded slowly. “I hadn’t thought of that. I forget how much teralin influences the damahne. It doesn’t have quite the same impact on Magi or daneamiin.”

      “There is some influence to it,” Anda said.

      Brohmin waved his hand. “Of course. There has to be some impact, you are all descended from the same stock, but it’s not the same as Jakob’s experience.”

      “Could Raime have hidden here?” he asked.

      Brohmin frowned, biting his lip. “I wouldn’t have thought so, but it’s possible. The Conclave has long used Salvat as their headquarters. Had you asked me even a few weeks ago, I would have said it impossible that Raime would have been so close, but…”

      “But what?” Jakob asked.

      Brohmin breathed out heavily. “The Lashiin priests.”

      “What about them?” Jakob asked.

      “They revealed something to Roelle about their beliefs. We thought they had come trying to abduct the Deshmahne children so that they could prevent them from gaining a foothold, but they were trying to gain control of teralin.”

      “I was there, Brohmin. I saw the same.”

      “But it’s more than that. When Roelle encountered them in Paliis, she discovered that they were connected not to the Urmahne as we had believed, but to some other ancient philosophy. They claimed there is a text that speaks of the gods’ displeasure with how their power has been diluted. They claim the gods wanted nothing to do with the Magi. And there was something I found in a journal.”

      Brohmin glanced over to Salindra who nodded to him, almost as if encouraging him. Jakob was once more taken by the change within Brohmin in the time since they first met.

      “A journal?” Could Brohmin have found one of Raime’s journals? If anyone would have it, wouldn’t the Conclave? Raime had served on the Conclave, however briefly, so it would make sense that they would have a copy.

      Why hadn’t Jakob considered that before?

      “It was difficult to decipher, but the author references impurity within the damahne. There was a need for a purging. I cannot be certain of much more, as most of it references war and explosives…”

      Jakob frowned at him. That had to be Raime’s journal, and Brohmin finding it couldn’t be merely a coincidence, could it? What impurity would Raime have known about?

      And did it have anything to do with the conversation that he’d had with Shoren, the discussion about the purity of the damahne in their ahmaean?

      Could it be related?

      Could everything Raime had done been because of something like that?

      Would it even matter at this point? After all this time, how could it matter?

      “You’ve seen something, haven’t you? This helps?” There was an urgency to Brohmin’s voice that Jakob didn’t recognize.

      “It helps. I think you found Raime’s historian journals.”

      Brohmin’s breath caught. “Raime?”

      Jakob sighed. “I saw something in a vision. I didn’t realize there was any connection to what’s been happening now and that vision.”

      “What was it?”

      “I think I’ve already told you how not all damahne were pleased with the creation of the daneamiin. That displeasure extended to the Magi as well as the groeliin.”

      “The damahne have never opposed the groeliin. They might disagree with their existence, but they’ve done nothing to endanger them.”

      Jakob frowned. “I don’t know. I’ve tried finding out more, but Shoren prevents me from understanding. He blocks that from me.”

      “How often have you visited with Shoren?” Brohmin asked.

      “Often enough to know him.”

      “He was the first vision that you had where you were consumed by it, wasn’t he?”

      It was an interesting way to phrase it, but Jakob suspected that was true. Shoren had been the first vision where he’d been consumed. He had been Shoren and had lost himself. The other times, there had been a sense of strangeness and a sense that he was looking outside of his body, but with Shoren, he sank into his connection to the damahne.

      “I have walked back and spoken with Shoren many times. He’s helped me understand my abilities, and he’s provided guidance, but he prevents me from reaching much more than that.”

      Brohmin frowned. “Shoren was always considered one of the greatest damahne. Even in his time, he was revered. That reputation has only grown.”

      Jakob thought about his interactions with Shoren, and thought about what the damahne had known—but there was much he hadn’t known. Jakob had discovered things that Shoren had not yet learned.

      “Do you think he would explain whether this connection to the Lashiin priests means anything?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I don’t know. Though he’s taught me much, he’s been reluctant to share with me. He manages to seal off his thoughts, and it prevents me from finding out anything more.”

      “We need to know,” he said.

      Jakob sighed. “I can try again.” He didn’t know how many times he would need to try for him to discover whether there was anything that Shoren might know. All he knew was that the time they had remaining seemed limited. Would there be enough for him to accomplish what was needed?

      He might need more strength than could be found in the Tower.

      Jakob had an idea of where to look, but not whether it would work. Could he go to the Old Forest and understand? Could he find the answers there?

      It was a place Shoren had feared. The old damahne wouldn’t come out and say it, but he was uncomfortable with the Old Forest, much like many of the damahne of that time were. Why would that be? Jakob’s experiences with it had been strange, but not frightening. There was nothing about the forest that seemed to harbor any ill will toward him.

      “Did you find anything here that would help you understand Raime?” Brohmin asked.

      Jakob shook his head. “I don’t know whether there is anything here to find. Raime wouldn’t come here. He would know that doing so would place him in danger, especially if he couldn’t shift.”

      “Unless he knows something that you don’t.” When Jakob arched a brow at him, Brohmin only shrugged. “Raime has lived for over a thousand years. He has lived through experiences that we have to read about. I’ve had a long life—longer than I deserve—and even I understand that there are things Raime knows that I do not.”

      Jakob had to admit that it was possible. With Raime’s experience, he could know more than they did, and it was possible—even likely—that he had some way of shifting in places that Jakob could not. It would provide him an advantage, and that was the sort of thing Raime would search for.

      “Have you ever heard of damahne having visions of the Maker?”

      “I’ve not heard of anyone having visions of the Maker. Have you had those visions?”

      “I’ve had a vision. It was not one I sought. Inside the fibers, I was pulled back by some power and carried around the world within my host. Whoever it was knew I was there, and I could not assert control as I can in other hosts.”

      “Have you had this experience before?”

      “I’ve had none. My host flew high above the world, continent to continent. I was brought here, and saw this mountain, and was told that there was a need for balance.”

      Brohmin glanced to Salindra. “Balance. We saw something like that, didn’t we?”

      “I can’t read those journals as quickly as you, Brohmin. The ancient languages aren’t as fluid for me yet.”

      Brohmin sighed. “There was something about this balance you speak of in Raime’s journals, but…” Brohmin’s brow furrowed. “We should look at this text together. Maybe it will help you understand.”

      “That won’t help me understand, but there is something that could.”

      There was another reason to go to the Old Forest. If he could use their connection, and work with the Cala maah once more—at least Aruhn and Anda—could he walk back and experience the first of the groeliin once more?

      If the daneamiin had a talent with looking backward along the fibers, was it possible that groeliin had the ability to look forward? If Raime had used them, it might explain how he had managed to anticipate what Jakob might do even after he had separated him from the fibers.

      Unless that ability had changed. Had the groeliin’s ability been eliminated over time? Or had it been twisted?

      “Why would Raime leave such records?” Salindra asked.

      “There is a way for us to know,” Jakob said. “And I fear we need to act quickly. I don’t know how much time we have remaining, but it grows shorter each day.”

      “What have you seen?”

      Jakob shook his head. “Darkness. That’s all I can see.”

      “What does it mean?” Salindra asked.

      Jakob shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the same thing Haerlin saw, and I suspect it’s the same thing Raime saw for me, though I don’t know what it means.”

      Brohmin and Salindra shared a lingering gaze. “I think it’s time that I stay with you,” Brohmin said.

      “You’ve done enough,” Jakob said. “You should have this time with Salindra. You deserve it.”

      Brohmin smiled. “Thank you, Jakob. I don’t know that I deserve anything, but I appreciate the fact that you do. But for now, I am the Hunter. It’s my responsibility to help you find Raime. That was a task assigned to me by the Conclave.”

      “You don’t have to remain as the Hunter,” Jakob said. “You can let someone else take up that mantle.”

      “If only I could, but my time is short,” he said with a smile. “And this is a task that I have been allowed to live for as long as I have to complete. It needs to be me,” he said.

      Jakob didn’t know what to say. In his visions, he had not seen or spent much time with the Conclave. He had relied upon Dendril to help him with Jostephon, but Jakob still didn’t understand all that was involved with the Conclave.

      “And what of you?” he asked Salindra.

      She watched Brohmin. “I’ll do what he does. I will stay with him for as long as I can.”

      Jakob sighed. “Then come with me.”

      “Where are you going?” Brohmin asked.

      “To the Old Forest. To find answers.”
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      The air of the Old Forest had a fragrance to it that reminded Jakob of the daneamiin forest. A hazy sort of fog hung over everything, and he dispersed it, drawing the ahmaean inside himself. It did not resist despite the daneamiin concern that the Old Forest had some malicious intent.

      Brohmin breathed deeply. “I’ve never been here before. I’ve known about this place, all who sit on the Conclave long enough will hear of the Old Forest, especially since the damahne speak of their concern about coming here, but I never imagined I would even find it let alone spend any time in it.”

      “The damahne feared the Old Forest because they didn’t know it,” Jakob said.

      “They feared it because of the ahmaean here,” Anda said. “The power within the forest is unique, Jakob Nialsen. Even you must be able to sense that.”

      “It’s unique, but it’s no different from the ahmaean found within the daneamiin forest or within the Great Forest.”

      Anda smiled. “The ahmaean found here is quite different from that found in those other places. Your experience with them is limited, so you do not see it the same way others see it.”

      “Perhaps that’s all it is,” Jakob said.

      “Why here?” Brohmin asked.

      “Because here is where the daneamiin now call home. Raime attacked their forest, destroying the home they had there.”

      Brohmin looked at Anda. “He destroyed it? Everything?”

      “It’s possible they will be able to return someday,” Jakob said.

      “It will be different, Jakob Nialsen. Even if we manage to return, it will not be what it was. Much of our essence has been lost.”

      “And yet you continue to live.”

      Anda smiled. “Yes. I don’t disagree that most are pleased that we have survived, but that doesn’t change the difficulty of what we have experienced.”

      They made their way through the trees, reaching the outermost area where the daneamiin had begun rebuilding, forming a home within the Old Forest. It was different from the home they once had, but it remained impressive just the same. Ropes stretched between trees, and daneamiin made their way along them, flickering in the way that they did. Branches had been bent into shapes designed for shelter, not quite the same openings within the trees as they had before, but still there was a connection here, a type of home.

      “All of this so quickly?” Brohmin asked.

      “The trees allow us to remain with them,” Anda said.

      “I’ve never doubted that. I’m just amazed at how quickly you were able to rebuild.”

      “What choice did we have?”

      Brohmin looked around him, and it seemed as if he wanted to say something, but he held back.

      “I brought Jostephon here,” Jakob said to Brohmin.

      Salindra looked over. “Jostephon? You brought the Eldest here?”

      “The Eldest converted to the Deshmahne,” Jakob said.

      “And we’ve seen the Deshmahne are not all that we thought they were.”

      “Perhaps not all of them, but many serve Raime as Jostephon does, and we need to prevent them from harming any others. I removed the influence of Jostephon’s markings, but even without them, he remains powerful simply because of his Mageborn gifts.”

      “Where is he?” Brohmin asked.

      Jakob pushed out with his ahmaean, searching for the connection to Jostephon. The Eldest had to be here somewhere, and there was a limit to how far he could travel within the trees, confined by the ahmaean of the forest.

      As he searched, he came across his brother, but not Jostephon.

      Jakob glanced over to Anda. “Where would they have taken him?”

      “We would not have taken him from here. You asked us to keep watch, and we would not have violated that request.”

      “I don’t think you violated anything, I just wonder what might’ve happened to him.”

      She hurried off, disappearing into the forest. As she did, Jakob made his way toward Scottan. He found his brother sitting at the base of a tree, his eyes closed. The last time his brother had been with the daneamiin, Jakob had remained hopeful that he could be healed. It was a bitter irony that he saw his brother with the daneamiin again, but knew there was nothing they—or he—could do to help his brother.

      “The great Jakob Nialsen has returned,” Scottan said without opening his eyes. Faint traces of ahmaean swirled around him, though it was more translucent than it had been around him before. There was less strength to it, as well. Was the forest stealing his ahmaean? Or was the fact that Jakob had countered the Deshmahne branding what had changed something for his brother?

      “Where is the Eldest?”

      Scottan opened his eyes and grinned at Jakob. “Did you lose someone? I didn’t think that the great Jakob Nialsen could lose anyone.”

      “Where is he?”

      Scottan laughed darkly. “Even if I knew, I would not share with you, Jakob Nialsen.” He said his name as a sneer. Each time he did, it caused pain to work through Jakob. This was his brother—the man Jakob had most wanted to help. He would have sacrificed anything to save him. And yet there was nothing he could do. Scottan had changed so much that there was no salvation for him.

      “Did he leave here?” Jakob asked.

      “Leave? How ever could he leave? You made certain of that when you placed us in this forest, with these trees, and these creatures, and—”

      “Enough!” Jakob roared.

      Scottan grinned. “Do I frustrate the great Jakob Nialsen? I thought you could never be frustrated by your favorite brother.”

      Jakob refused to allow Scottan to bait him. “There was a time when I thought you were my perfect brother. That was before I knew just what you are.”

      Scottan sat up. “And what is that?”

      “You’re worse than the Deshmahne I once feared.”

      “You should still fear the Deshmahne.”

      “I don’t think so. The true Deshmahne believe in strength and think to display that for the gods. But they aren’t people to fear. There are Deshmahne who have taken those beliefs to an extreme, such as Raime, and Jostephon. Those are the Deshmahne that I will stop.”

      “You’re too late. Jostephon has been freed, and now, he will ensure that the Highest knows what you plan.”

      “What I plan? All that I plan is to stop him.”

      “By helping these half-breeds.”

      Jakob shook his head. “You refuse to understand them.”

      “I know how they’ve destroyed the purity of the power meant for others. I know that they were never meant to exist. The Highest has taught me that.”

      “And yet you follow someone who had stolen all the power he possesses.”

      “He has stolen it, but only because the others should never have had it.”

      “What of his attempt to steal from Alyta? She was damahne. Does your master believe that she should not have the abilities that she was born to?”

      Scottan glared at him. “You will not convince me of your nefarious intent. The Highest has seen to it that I know the truth. I have seen it. Everything you claim to know is wrong. He will restore purity to the ahmaean while you attempt to keep it dirtied.”

      Jakob stood and turned to Brohmin.

      “This is your brother,” Brohmin said.

      Jakob nodded. “This is my brother. When I restored the fibers, helping those who suffered from the madness, I discovered that most had abilities of the damahne. My brother among them. Unfortunately, it seems as if he converted to Deshmahne long before he fell victim to the madness.”

      “And you didn’t know?”

      “I never knew. I don’t think my father ever knew.”

      “But he knows Raime. The way he speaks of him means that he understands him. If he truly believes in this purity of ahmaean, maybe you can use your brother to help you understand what else Raime might do.”

      Jakob studied his brother for a long moment. Would he be able to determine Scottan’s connection to Raime? He had thought that using his brother’s connection to the fibers would be his way of understanding his brother, but the answer seemed to be even simpler than he had realized.

      He took a seat across from Scottan, then turned to Brohmin. “Keep an eye on me.”

      Brohmin narrowed his eyes and then nodded once. Jakob pulled upon the ahmaean of the forest, drawing it around him. The sense of the ahmaean came to him more fully, and he continued to pull on it, augmenting his own, as he drew it inward.

      He stepped outside of the fibers.

      Sitting within the Old Forest, there was a unique sense to what he did. This was the first place where he had intentionally walked forward along the fibers, and for him to be able to step outside of the fibers from here felt natural, yet it was also unique.

      Jakob surged across the strands until he found his brother’s.

      He noted several niduses and stared at them, trying to understand if there was some way for him to know which particular nidus was most important to his brother. There seemed no easy answer. All of them had power to them, and all of them had a certain sense of depth. How would he find a particular event without dipping into each one?

      Could he glimpse?

      When he followed along his own strand, he could glimpse the fibers, and doing so meant he didn’t need to send himself so fully back in time. He had never tried it on someone else, but the concept was the same. It seemed to him that he should be able to walk along the fibers, and glimpse back at events, and see what triggered his brother’s connection to Raime.

      Jakob touched the fibers. Use the barest sense, nothing more than a faint contact, and he was able to peer into Scottan’s strand. He would jump from nidus to nidus, using his touch to find the event that had led to contact with Raime.

      How would he know?

      The simplicity of the answer struck him.

      He had to search for where Scottan’s and Raime’s strands wove together.

      He didn’t need to peer into the strands, he simply needed to find their intersection.

      Before long, he saw how Scottan and Raime came together. For a while, their strands ran alongside each other, before diverging and then coming back together again.

      Had Raime influenced his brother that much? The nidus where he picked up on Raime’s contact was brighter than many of the others. That didn’t surprise him. Raime would be a pivotal event in his brother’s strand. Jakob chased along the strand, coming to where they first met. Then he plunged in.

      He retreated to the back of Scottan’s mind, looking out.

      They were not in Chrysia. At first, Jakob couldn’t tell exactly where they were, but it wasn’t the city. Was Scottan on one of his patrols? Could that have been where he first met Raime, and where he had first begun getting twisted?

      Jakob saw a deep valley, and it was one he recognized. He remembered a conversation with Novan here, a time when the historian had shared with him that this valley had long ago had a river flowing through it.

      “When will he get here?” Scottan asked.

      A man shrouded in a dark cloak laughed. “He’ll come. Are you frightened?”

      Scottan clenched his jaw before answering. “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “If you have half a brain.”

      “You wouldn’t want me if I didn’t have half a brain.”

      “We wouldn’t want you if you didn’t have the access you have. Your brain… that is of lesser importance.”

      Jakob sensed Scottan’s irritation, but he knew enough not to say anything that would draw additional attention to him.

      “I can’t be gone too much longer.”

      “Do you think he is not aware of this? He sees much more than you can see. He knows.”

      Scottan fell silent, and Jakob allowed himself to drift slightly forward within his brother’s mind. He did so just enough that he could detect some of the fear within his brother, as well as the excitement. As much as this seemed to terrify Scottan, he also longed for the promise of power. Now that he was here, now that he would finally see the Highest, he would attain all that he had been promised. After everything he had done, and all the secrets he had shared, it was time.

      When he came, Scottan barely detected it. It was the strangest sensation, a fluttering, like a breeze but with more pressure. His ears popped and he looked around, fear making his heart race.

      This had been a mistake. He had made a mistake.

      “This is him?”

      Scottan may not have recognized Raime’s voice, but Jakob had heard it before. It had changed significantly since he had been a historian. Time and the power that he commanded had given it an edge, and there was a hoarseness to it that had not been there before.

      “This is him. Are you certain this is the one you want?”

      “He’s the one I’ve seen. Don’t question, Agan.”

      Jakob had not heard that name before, and he wondered if he should recognize it. Was it one of the High Desh he had encountered before? Or was this a priest he had never met?

      “Of course, Highest. I only—”

      Raime jumped forward, and the pressure surged again, causing pain to throb through Scottan’s head.

      “You only thought to question.”

      Jakob helped Scottan deal with the pressure in his head, drawing on the trace of ahmaean within his brother.

      It was a mistake. As soon as he did, Raime turned to him.

      “Yes. This is definitely the one I seek. Did you feel that?”

      “I did not, Highest. I am not as sensitive to such things as you.”

      “Unfortunate. If you were, you would notice that he is everything that we hoped he would be.”

      “You can tell that from such a brief exposure?”

      “One day, you will also be able to detect that.”

      Raime approached Scottan, and a dark smile crossed his face. Where was the historian? Where was the man that Jakob had seen centuries ago? Was he so lost that there would be no chance for redemption?

      At this point, Jakob had to think there was not. He was much like Scottan in that way, in that he had gone too far toward Raime’s plan for him to be redeemed. As much as that pained Jakob, it seemed the truth.

      “Would you serve me?” Raime asked Scottan.

      Scottan bobbed his head. “Highest. I would live to serve you.”

      Raime’s lips peeled back into a smile. “Yes. I think that you would live to serve me. I will accept your service.”

      Raime started to turn away, and Scottan took a hesitant step forward. “Highest? I was promised—”

      Raime spun, and power slammed away from him, plunging into Scottan. “I know what you were promised. You will be given a great gift, but you must have patience.”

      Scottan bobbed his head. “Of course, Highest. I only wanted to remark upon the fact that—”

      “You are bold.”

      Scottan started to draw himself up.

      “I don’t care for bold. You have not earned the right to be bold around me. Do you think your boldness impresses the gods? Do you think you impress the gods?”

      “I only want to serve. I don’t know how else to do it.”

      “I will teach you. But you will need to be hidden. They cannot know of your presence.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when the day comes that we finally reveal ourselves, we must have men like you ready to demonstrate their strength. Are you able and willing to do this?”

      Scottan nodded enthusiastically. “Of course, Highest.”

      Raime turned to the other Deshmahne. “See that he receives the specialized marking.”

      “Yes, Highest.”

      With that, Raime was gone.

      Jakob retreated to the fibers. There was no doubt that Scottan served Raime, but there was nothing in that vision that told him what Raime might be planning, or how to find him.

      Jakob stepped into the fibers again. Now that he knew how to look for them, it was easy to find the way where their strands intertwined.

      When he found the next nidus, he plunged into it as he had before.

      He retreated to the back of Scottan’s mind.

      He needn’t have worried. Scottan was asleep. His body throbbed with pain, though Jakob couldn’t tell why. Something had happened to him.

      He lurched his brother awake, asserting control enough that he could look into what his brother saw and understand what his brother was experiencing.

      As he did, he realized that Scottan had been beaten. Did it have to do with the Deshmahne? Jakob couldn’t see how, though why else would his brother have been abused the way that he was?

      “You’re awake. Good. Where are they?”

      Scottan groaned. “You’ve got the wrong person. I serve the Ur.”

      Something struck Scottan’s side, and Jakob screamed out with his brother. “Do you? Is that the story you want to maintain? This will go easier for you if you tell the truth.”

      “I am telling the truth. I serve the Ur.”

      Scottan rolled his head to the side, and Jakob was surprised to see that the man beating Scottan was not a man at all but a slender woman, and she wore the Denraen uniform.

      He didn’t know any female Denraen, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      “I know that you serve the Deshmahne. I’ve been tasked with determining how deep your involvement is. How many of you are there?”

      “No. I don’t serve the Deshmahne.”

      Scottan started babbling, begging for his life, and Jakob retreated once more, letting his brother remain in control. What was taking place here? Why would the Denraen torture his brother? Why would the Denraen torture anyone? And who was this woman?

      Yet she was right. His brother did serve the Deshmahne, and somehow, he managed to withstand her torment. Was this some kind of test?

      The woman drew back her foot as if to strike him again, but she didn’t.

      Scottan sighed. “Please. You have to believe me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything. I know the Deshmahne have infiltrated the Ur. You have the stink of Deshmahne about you.”

      “I don’t know anything about the Deshmahne. All I know is that—”

      “All you know is that you serve them.”

      “I don’t. Ask my captain. I’ve been a faithful Ur—”

      The woman turned away. “I’ve heard the story before.”

      She departed, leaving Scottan whimpering. As soon as she was gone, he stopped. Power pulsed through him, drawn through tattoos that he had beneath his fingernails. They were subtle, and Jakob couldn’t imagine the pain his brother must have experienced obtaining those tattoos. When the nail grew back, it obscured them, but that didn’t prevent Scottan from having access to his Deshmahne ability. It thrummed against his connection to ahmaean, but not so strongly that he could use it. So far, Scottan still hadn’t discovered his ability.

      Would he?

      If Raime had not enticed Scottan back then and had Jakob done nothing to heal him, would his brother have ever discovered his connection to ahmaean on his own?

      What about the others?

      The others hadn’t been branded the same way his brother had been. They wouldn’t have any other way of reaching ahmaean, not as Scottan now did.

      As Scottan pulled upon his ahmaean, his injuries began to heal. Not only did he know how to manipulate his ahmaean, he was gifted.

      There came a pulsing of pressure, and his ears popped.

      Scottan turned, and Raime stood beside him dressed in his familiar black robes. His eyes danced with flames. “You didn’t break.”

      “Did you think that I would?”

      “It has happened before.”

      “And?”

      Raime smiled darkly. “I think you know the answer to that.”

      “I serve, Highest. You don’t have to fear me breaking.”

      “Fear? You mistake my doubt for fear. I fear nothing.”

      “Why are they questioning me?” Scottan sat calmly, discussing his torture as if it had been nothing, when moments before, he had been whimpering as if he were dying. Jakob had thought he understood his brother before, but this man was nothing like his brother.

      “Because there’s one among them who thinks he can get to me.”

      “Why would he want to get to you?”

      Raime smiled darkly. “Because he’s a fool. Now, how much more do you think you can tolerate?”

      “As much as is needed.”

      “If you do this, you will be rewarded.”

      “I don’t seek an earthly reward,” Scottan said.

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t earn one.”

      Scottan nodded, and Raime sent a surge of pressure, as power burst away from him, and then he disappeared.

      Scottan lay back down, preparing himself for the next attack. It would be worth it. It had to be worth it. He would be rewarded for everything he suffered through.

      Jakob stepped back from this time. So far, he had seen his brother with Raime twice, but there didn’t seem to be anything that his brother knew about Raime that Jakob would not have known on his own. There had to be something else, didn’t there?

      He stepped back into the fibers and found the connection between Scottan and Raime once more. When he did, he latched on, sinking into his brother’s timeline, working with an urgency he hadn’t before.

      When he retreated to the back of Scottan’s mind this time and saw out through his brother’s eyes, it was a familiar scene and a shocking one. He saw the Urmahne temple in Chrysia. It was as it had been before the Deshmahne destroyed it the first time. Scottan lingered near his father’s quarters, pressing his hand along the wall, sending his ahmaean through it. As he did, Scottan gained an understanding of the structure, and with it, he gained an understanding of how to damage the structure.

      There came pressure, and a flickering, and this time, Scottan barely twitched when Raime appeared. “Highest,” he said, bowing his head. “Is this the safest place for you to appear?”

      “They will have no idea that I’ve been here. I wanted to check on you.”

      “You don’t think that I’ve been faithful?” Scottan asked.

      “Far from it. I know that you have been faithful. You have been faithful above so many others. It is time for you to reap your reward.”

      “As I told you before, I don’t need an earthly reward.”

      “And yet because of your service, you will receive one.”

      Raime held out his hand, and Scottan paused before taking it. When he did, he felt the familiar surge of pressure, and they shifted.

      When they reappeared, they stood in the northern mountains. Jakob recognized this place and had been here with Brohmin long ago. Rocks spread out around them, and there was a hint of a breeze that carried the familiar scent of the mountains.

      “What is this?” Scottan asked Raime.

      “This is a place that once was important, though it was long ago. As with many things, time has changed it. Time has reduced the importance of this place. It has reduced the importance of those who once called this home.”

      “Why bring me here, then?”

      “Because this is now a place of impurity.”

      “Impurity?”

      Raime nodded. “There was a time when the gods recognized power, and they recognized the strength that they possessed, but something changed. The power of the gods was diluted. It was passed on to those who were unclean, and they use that power for unclean purposes.”

      “Who?”

      Raime frowned. “The Magi, for one. There are others, though you aren’t ready for that knowledge just yet. In time, I suspect you will develop into a powerful Desh. You will be asked to serve to help cleanse this power. That is our responsibility as Deshmahne.”

      “If the gods require it of me, I will serve.”

      “The gods do require it.”

      Scottan looked around, and wind gusted, coming out of the north with a sharp bite. He didn’t dare question the Highest. In his interactions with the Highest, he had learned that he seemed to know things that he should not, as if he had the gift of prophecy.

      “How can I serve?” Scottan asked.

      “You have been given power.”

      Scottan nodded.

      “You have the ability to manipulate it.”

      Scottan nodded again.

      “Your task will be to pursue those who are unclean. You must find those who intend to defile the purity of that which the gods gave us, and remove as much as you can.”

      “How can I remove them if they have power such as they do?”

      “You must take it from those who are unworthy. They defile the gods with their impurity. The Deshmahne serve the gods, and we are the rightful owners of the abilities they have unjustly acquired.”

      “Where should I begin?”

      “Good. You still would like to serve?”

      Scottan nodded. As he did, Jakob had a strange sense. There was a voice, and it came distantly in the back of Scottan’s mind. He retreated and realized what it was. He was detecting the first presence of the madness, that of the twisting fibers Raime had enacted.

      “Of course, I will serve, Highest.”

      Scottan tipped his head, as if listening to something that even Jakob wasn’t aware of. What was it that Scottan heard?

      “What of you, Highest? What will you do?”

      “I have a different purpose. I rely upon others like you to cleanse these impurities, but I follow my master.”

      “Your master? One of the gods speaks to you?”

      Raime nodded. “One of the gods does, indeed. And he tells me that I must help purge the impurities. I must help the gods. Because of that, you must help the gods.”

      “Of course, Highest. I will serve as you require.”

      Raime smiled a thin-lipped smile. “Good. There will come a time when you will be asked to do even more. I can see this. You must be ready.”

      “The gods tell you this?” Scottan asked.

      Raime flashed another smile. “The gods have told me this. They continue to see the need. Because of that, you will continue to fulfill what is asked of you.”

      With a burst of pressure, Raime brought Scottan back to the temple in Chrysia. He held him there for a moment, and Jakob remained focused on Raime. As he did, he detected something unexpected.

      There was ahmaean, but not as he had thought there would be. There was a certain signature to it that he recognized.

      It was damahne ahmaean.

      Jakob retreated and found another nidus within his brother’s strand, lurching forward along it. He felt a growing urgency, trying to understand what his brother had seen, knowing that there had to have been something important there. Could a damahne have helped Raime?

      Raime had intended to steal from Alyta, one of the damahne. Why would he do that if he had one working with him?

      When he plunged into this timeline, he realized immediately that his brother was having a vision. Multiple strands twisted around, giving Jakob strange and conflicted visions. He hurriedly stepped back, retreating to the fibers and looking forward to the next nidus. When he plunged forward, it was much the same, equally twisted, with no sense of whose strand was dominant.

      How would he find which one was most important for his brother?

      Maybe he could not.

      Jakob retreated, stepping back to the fibers and looking forward for the next nidus. When he found it, he looked along the strand, trying to understand what it was that was important for his brother, but he could not find it. There was too much about it that was off. He detected the presence of his brother’s strand, but there was also the presence of other strands, and as he tried to tease them apart, he only noted them tangling even more.

      The madness grew stronger with his brother. As Jakob stepped along the fibers and noted additional niduses, he knew there would be nothing he could do that would keep his brother’s strand distinct from the others.

      Jakob retreated, stepping back from the fibers, and away from his brother, retreating back to his body.
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      When Jakob opened his eyes, Brohmin was watching him. Scottan sat across from him, an amused smile on his face. Anda and Salindra stood on either side of Scottan, as if prepared to attack him were he to attempt something with Jakob. The massive trees towered around them, and the strange fog of ahmaean floated through the clearing.

      “Did you enjoy your trip back along my strand?” Scottan asked.

      “Who does Raime follow?” Jakob asked.

      Scottan grinned. “You saw that, did you? I wasn’t sure whether you would. It took me years before I realized that there had to have been someone else there. I don’t think I really understood until you rescued me. Even now, I’m not sure I saw what I thought I saw.”

      Jakob stared at his brother. “You had to have seen Raime’s damahne. He follows someone. Who is it?”

      Scottan shook his head. “Do you think he would reveal that to me? I barely made it to the level of Desh. What you ask about is something only the High Desh are granted even a hint of information.”

      Jakob needed to know. He knew only one High Desh, and thankfully, the man seemed to serve the gods.

      Jakob shifted, appearing in Paliis at the temple. He found the priest bowing in front of the altar, his head pressed to the teralin stone, ahmaean swirling around him. “High Desh. I have need of your knowledge.”

      The priest slowly stood, and he turned around so that he could look at Jakob. His eyes widened slightly, but he kept his composure, much as he had the first time Jakob had appeared in the temple.

      “Of course, Great One. How may I serve you?”

      “The priest you call the Highest. He serves another master.”

      The High Desh nodded carefully. “He claimed his master is one of the gods. Now that I have seen the way that he serves, I am no longer certain.”

      Jakob couldn’t tell the High Desh that Raime might serve one of the damahne. If he did, it might make the priest question Jakob’s role, and how the High Desh fit in. Instead, he only nodded. “There is another. I need to know who this other was, and what you knew of him.”

      The High Desh guided Jakob down the main hall of the temple to a door. Inside was a small, empty room. The walls of pure teralin pressed upon Jakob. It was neutral teralin, and it surprised Jakob since he had not detected it within the temple before.

      “He comes here.”

      “Who comes there?” Jakob asked.

      “The Highest. When in Paliis, he came to this room. This was his prayer room. When he came here, we were not to bother him.”

      A prayer room like this would be an ideal location for a damahne to ensure that Raime didn’t overpower him, but it also would limit their ability to shift.

      Unless they had some way to circumvent the restrictions of teralin.

      He had to believe there was, especially since he had seen how Raime’s connection to teralin was more finely tuned than his connection. What he’d seen with his brother in the old daneamiin city proved they were able to force the teralin to retreat and push against him, resisting his efforts to change the polarity.

      “How often did he come here?”

      “He came once a month. We began to know when he would come and would ready this room.”

      “Did you ever see who else came here?”

      The High Desh frowned. “Who else? There would be no others. The Highest came here to pray before the gods.”

      There was more to it. Jakob was certain of it, but it was eluding him.

      How could he determine what Raime had been doing, and with whom he’d been meeting? Especially now that he suspected Raime was meeting with one of the damahne.

      The answer was simple, and it was a wonder he hadn’t thought of it before. It would have to be the same way that he had looked in on his brother.

      Jakob pushed on the teralin, shifting the polarity toward the positive. A flash of white surged through the room.

      The High Desh gasped.

      “I need only a minute,” Jakob said.

      The High Desh nodded and stepped free of the room, leaving Jakob alone.

      With the shifted polarity of the teralin, he closed his eyes and augmented his ability. As he did, he stepped outside of the fibers and quickly found Raime’s strand. Jakob knew it well, and he traveled back along the strand, searching for another connection that would tell him that there might have been a damahne mingling with Raime, looking at each nidus that he came across. He needed to find it.

      He pulled on his ahmaean, drawing the power through him.

      As he did, he grew increasingly tired from the effort of the search, but he couldn’t abandon it. He didn’t dare abandon it. Too much relied upon it.

      A damahne would have a longer strand within the fibers. He had traveled them enough that he should be able to recognize it.

      Just as he began to feel overcome by weakness, it was there.

      Jakob hesitated. There was something familiar about that strand. Had he seen it before? It seemed as if he had, but then, he had seen many different damahne. Could it be that it was only his connection to the damahne that made this one seem familiar?

      Jakob stepped into the strand.

      As he did, he retreated as he always did, and realized why it was familiar, nearly losing control.

      Gareth.

      How many times had he spoken to Gareth? How many times had he interacted with the damahne, learned from him? How much had he revealed to the damahne, much the way he had revealed himself to Shoren?

      Gareth had betrayed him?

      Jakob stepped away, returning to himself.

      Raime hadn’t been acting alone. He had been guided by one of the damahne all along, and had been attempting to steal from the damahne, but not any damahne. Raime would not have taken from those he deemed pure. He was only interested in those damahne who he felt had impure ahmaean.

      That was why he had gone after Alyta.

      Could Gareth still live?

      Jakob thought he was the last of the damahne, but maybe Alyta had only believed that she had been the last, and therefore, Jakob was the last. Maybe she didn’t know that Gareth had survived far longer than any of the other damahne.

      Jakob had to find Gareth if he still lived.

      This was now about more than Raime. It was about more than Jakob, though it had always been about more than Jakob. This was about who deserved ahmaean.

      He closed his eyes and stepped back along the fibers, stepping into Shoren.

      He found Shoren within the Tower, sitting alone, contemplating. It was something Shoren often did, taking time to reflect on what he’d learned, and giving himself a chance to react. When Jakob appeared, Shoren sat up and seemed to recognize it, even though Jakob attempted to sit in the background of Shoren’s mind.

      Tell me about Gareth.

      You have discovered more of our history.

      History? What happened with Gareth?”

      Shoren looked at his hands. He took a while before answering. Gareth was one who felt strongly that the Den’eamiin did not deserve to live.

      Jakob hadn’t gotten that impression from Gareth when he had gone back and spoken to the damahne, but could he have prevented Jakob from knowing it, much like Shoren prevented Jakob access?

      He thought back to his first memories of Gareth and how he had reacted. Hadn’t he mentioned something even then?

      Jakob should have recognized it sooner.

      If he had, what would have changed?

      But he hadn’t known that Gareth and Shoren were contemporaries. Hadn’t Gareth come after Shoren? Then again, the damahne lived so long that it might not matter.

      How strongly does Gareth control the fibers?

      Gareth is probably my equal. Do you think that he has influenced the fibers?

      I think it’s possible that Gareth still lives in my time.

      You said you were the last before you awoke the others.

      I thought I was, but I’ve learned that Raime has been speaking to one of the damahne. This damahne has guided him and has provided him insight. Not only insight, but likely, Gareth had taught Raime how to manipulate the fibers. That would explain why Raime had grown as skilled with them as he had, even after Jakob had separated Raime from the fibers.

      Gareth should not be able to hide himself from you, unless…

      How?

      He knows the fibers. He could use the power of the fibers to conceal himself, much like the nemerahl use the power of the fibers.

      The nemerahl? Would he dare steal from them?

      I do not know.

      What would he be after?

      Shoren seemed to sigh. He would be after a way to purge the ahmaean. Doing so would require an enormous source of ahmaean. He could conceal his presence through it.

      There are many such places. The Great Forest. The daneamiin home.

      The Old Forest, he realized.

      That last had been hidden. The forest itself had used ahmaean to conceal itself. It was one source of power Raime had never found.

      And Jakob had used it to hold those who served Raime.

      Had he helped him?

      Jakob felt a rising panic. I can’t stay here.

      Wait—

      I don’t know how long I can wait, Shoren. I fear that he already has outmaneuvered me.

      There is something you will need, Shoren told him.

      As Jakob waited, he felt a barrier lift.

      All of Shoren’s memories, all of his understanding and knowledge, poured into Jakob. It came in a torrent, a burst of understanding that surged through Jakob, knowledge that would take lifetimes for him to grasp.

      What is this?

      I didn’t intend my struggles to carry over to your time. You cannot be ill-equipped to handle them. I offer what assistance I can, and I wish there was more I could do, but…

      This will be enough, Jakob said. Until the next time.

      May the Maker watch over you, Shoren said.

      I pray that he already does.

      Jakob stepped back, departing Shoren, and retreating back to the fibers, and back into his time. When he stepped free of the fibers and snapped open his eyes, he felt the teralin of the room beginning to shift back to neutral form.

      He shifted, appearing in the heart of the temple, and grabbed the priest. “I need all of the Deshmahne faithful to you,” Jakob said.

      “You will have them, Great One.”

      “I will send another to you.”

      The High Desh only nodded.

      Jakob shifted, appearing in the Tower. He shifted to Malaya. “I need your assistance.”

      “For what?”

      “To end this war.”

      “You found him?”

      Jakob squeezed his eyes closed. “I found another, the one Raime serves.”

      “Why do I get the sense that this doesn’t make you very happy?”

      “Because I thought I knew him.”

      Her eyes widened. “One of the damahne?”

      Jakob nodded. “One of the damahne. One I have spent considerable time speaking to.”

      “Shoren?”

      Jakob frowned, thinking back to what he knew about Shoren. He had spent considerable time was Shoren, and had Shoren not opened himself so freely to Jakob, he might have feared that Shoren was partly to blame, but in the memories Shoren had given him, Jakob saw a battle between factions of the damahne Council, and how there was one side that argued for maintaining the purity of the damahne race, while another—led by Shoren and Aimielen—argued that any peace maintained by those who possess the damahne abilities was valuable.

      “Not Shoren. He finally allowed me to know him completely.”

      “What do you need from me?” Malaya asked.

      “I need you to do a few things,” Jakob said. As he began to tell her, she nodded, slowly at first, but with increasing intensity.

      As he shifted away from the Tower, he hoped that what he planned would work. Would he be able to overpower what Gareth had planned over the centuries?
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      Isandra looked over at the tall woman, frowning to herself. She called herself Malaya. How had she appeared here in the caves so close to the groeliin lands?

      They had managed to restore hundreds of groeliin, possibly thousands, but there were still many more dark groeliin remaining within the mountains. Could they all be salvaged? When she closed her eyes, she could practically feel them. Why was that?

      “He has asked that you join him,” the woman said.

      Isandra glanced at the dark-haired Mage, Roelle. She’d only known her in Vasha as an apprentice Mage—and Alriyn’s niece—and she was still trying to understand what it meant that Roelle knew Jakob, a man who essentially was a god. She had not been entirely forthcoming and were it not for the absolute respect Jassan displayed for her, Isandra might not have allowed her to stay with them.

      “Does this sound like something Jakob would request?” Isandra asked Roelle.

      Roelle shrugged. “I don’t know him well enough to answer that.”

      “From what I gathered, you traveled with him from Chrysia. I’m not so far removed from the Council that I have forgotten that.”

      Roelle shook her head again. “That’s not it. The man I knew was not the man he is now. Does that make sense?”

      Isandra bit her lip. It made far too much sense. She was not the person she had been, either. She might not have become a god quite like Jakob, but she certainly was something else.

      “Why did he send you?” she asked the woman. She seemed to exude a sort of power, though Isandra didn’t know whether it was her imagination, or real. If it was real, she was incredibly powerful. Perhaps even more powerful than the strongest Mage she’d ever met.

      “He needs me to take you to him,” she said.

      Isandra glanced to Roelle again. Jakob did have the magical way of traveling that enabled him to transport himself with barely more than a blink of an eye. How valuable would that have been to the Antrilii hunting the groeliin all these years?

      “That means you’re like him.”

      The woman nodded.

      As she did, Isandra realized what had been troubling her about the woman since she first appeared. It wasn’t only the matter of her unexpected appearance, though that was unnerving, especially within these mountains. It was also the fact that she had the same musical way of speaking that Jakob did. More than anything, it confirmed to her that this woman was much like Jakob. Here they had thought the gods had all but disappeared, and she had now met two of them.

      “I can’t go with you,” Isandra said.

      Jassan’s eyes widened. She didn’t need for him to tell her how much he revered the beings he called damahne. To Isandra, they were gods, though they were something else. Perhaps they were less mystical than Isandra had been taught.

      “He asked me to summon you,” the woman said again.

      Isandra looked along the valley. She could feel the dark groeliin near her.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “But I can’t leave these creatures here attacking like this,” she said.

      The woman’s brow furrowed for a long moment. “Can I help?”

      Isandra considered for a moment. Should she let this goddess help? If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be able to answer Jacob’s summons, though she wasn’t certain what she would do if she did.

      “Can you change the polarity of teralin?”

      The woman studied her for a moment. “I can. What does this have to do with teralin?”

      Isandra chuckled. “Like many things, it has everything to do with teralin.”
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      Jakob shifted back to the darkened towering trees of the Old Forest, drawing upon the ahmaean trapped within it. He pulled as much as he could inside of him, holding it, and used that augmentation to search throughout the forest, trying to find another source of the damahne ahmaean. If Gareth was here, Jakob would find him.

      “What is it, Jakob Nialsen?” Anda asked.

      “I learned the identity of Raime’s master.”

      “Do you know this person?”

      Jakob glanced over to Brohmin. “Did you know Gareth?”

      Brohmin frowned. “Gareth? As in one of the damahne?” Jakob nodded. “He served the Conclave briefly and long ago.”

      “Was it during the time that you served?”

      Brohmin shook his head. “Gareth served long before I did.”

      At least Jakob understood the connection between Gareth and Raime. They had long believed that Raime had abandoned the Conclave, but that wasn’t the case at all. Raime had continued to serve, but he had continued to serve a single member on the Conclave.

      “He will be here,” Jakob said.

      “How do you know this?” Brohmin asked.

      “Because he needs the ahmaean of the forest to augment his power to purge those he deems impure.” He looked around him at the forest. “It’s my fault that he knows the location of the forest. It had remained hidden for centuries… until now. Because of me.”

      “Because of you, he will be stopped,” Brohmin said.

      “And how do you even know that he still lives?” Salindra asked.

      “I found where Raime’s strand of the fibers intersected with a damahne. I followed it and recognized Gareth. He and I have spoken many times. I thought he was trustworthy. Gareth has helped me understand my abilities in ways that I thought Shoren did not.”

      “How do you know it’s not Shoren?” Salindra asked.

      “Shoren is one of the greatest of the damahne,” Anda said. “My people still sing of him and Aimielen.”

      “Just because you sing of him, doesn’t mean that he can be trusted. Jakob thought that he could trust Gareth.”

      “Gareth concealed himself from me. Shoren had done the same in the past, but has recently allowed me to know all that he knows.”

      Brohmin arched a brow at him. “All?”

      Jakob nodded. “All.”

      “You understand what that means?”

      Jakob didn’t, not yet, but he sensed that knowing what Shoren knew and having access to that knowledge was powerful. It was something he suspected few of the damahne had ever been granted.

      “Do you know where he is?” Brohmin asked.

      Jakob glanced to his brother who had been sitting silently. Scottan’s eyes narrowed, and a hint of dark amusement played across his face. “You think you have everything figured out.”

      “I don’t. All I know is that your master serves another master, and that master continues to fight a battle that has raged for years.”

      Everything Raime had done made a twisted sort of sense. He had attacked the daneamiin in order to purify the ahmaean. He had controlled the groeliin—breeding them—so that he could control their ahmaean. And the Magi… that was why he had coerced the Deshmahne into assisting him.

      “Gareth will be here. And I will stop him.”

      “You think to stop a true god? Who are you, Jakob?”

      “Who am I?” Jakob asked, leaning toward his brother. “I am the person who understands the power of the damahne. I’m the person who understands that the daneamiin are as pure with their connection to ahmaean as the damahne. I understand that the Magi serve their ahmaean in a way that the damahne have not, as do the Antrilii. Who am I?” Jakob leaned close enough to Scottan that he forced his brother to look up and meet his eyes. “Who are you? You know so little, Scottan. You followed one man, and he was misguided. He has lived a long time, but that doesn’t mean he is wise. All the time he has lived has given him no greater understanding than you have, and you… You’re an idiot.”

      Scottan opened his mouth, and Jakob stepped back, unsheathing his sword, and smashed the hilt into his brother’s forehead in a swift movement. His brother crumpled.

      He turned away. He would have to deal with his brother eventually, but for now, he needed to find Gareth. As he held onto his connection to the ahmaean of the forest, he had a sense of the forest pushing him, guiding him away from the daneamiin encampment. Jakob gave in to it, letting it push him beyond the border of the daneamiin part of the forest. There was a soft tingling across his skin that reminded him of how he felt standing at the Lashiin ruins, as well as the ruins he had found elsewhere in the world.

      And then he detected the damahne ahmaean he’d sensed at the temple even more strongly.

      It was in the forest, and it attempted to use the ahmaean of the forest, but there was no skill—or, Jakob realized, it could be that the forest itself resisted. Considering that he likely picked up on Gareth, it was probably more that the forest resisted than that Gareth had no skill with the ahmaean.

      Brohmin followed him. “Have you found him?”

      Jakob nodded. “I have.”

      Jakob followed the connection to the ahmaean, and as he did, he detected something else that was equally unexpected. There was another ahmaean signature here.

      Had he not been pulling upon the ahmaean of the forest, and had the forest not allowed him to do so, he didn’t think he would have picked up on it.

      “Do you detect that?” he asked Anda.

      She tipped her head to the side, a trace of a frown on her face. “There is another damahne here. Is it one of yours?”

      “Not one of mine.”

      Though could Gareth have used his ability with ahmaean to hide himself among the damahne Jakob had been helping?

      It was possible. After discovering that there were damahne, he could have hidden in plain sight, and Jakob never would have known.

      He had a growing sense of unease about what might be waiting for him. If it was Gareth, he would be as old as Raime—older even. With that kind of experience, he would be more skilled than Jakob could manage.

      There was one skill that Jakob had that he doubted Gareth had acquired.

      He unsheathed his sword.

      Brohmin eyed him strangely for a moment before nodding and withdrawing his blade. “What do you see?” Brohmin asked.

      “I don’t see anything, not yet, but I’m prepared for the possibility. I doubt Gareth will have taken time to learn how to use a sword—”

      Movement flickered out of the shadows, appearing before him. A sword sliced toward him, a blade of neutral teralin. The blade itself had a strange spiraling pattern, and there were markings along the side that reminded Jakob of Novan’s staff.

      Jakob reacted barely in time. He deflected the blow, turning it away.

      The person standing in front of him was old. There was age burning within his eyes, and he had long gray hair and bushy eyebrows. Deep wrinkles caught the corners of his eyes. Despite that, he moved with a natural grace, and each movement with his sword was compact and tightly controlled.

      “Gareth?” Jakob asked.

      The man attacked, barely giving Jakob a chance to react. Only his ongoing practice and all the training he had from both Endric and Brohmin saved him.

      “Why are you doing this? I thought you were helping me?”

      Gareth continued to slice at him, and Jakob barely managed to deflect each blow. Brohmin attempted to join, but Gareth forced him back.

      Jakob had believed Gareth would not have any skill with the sword, but that had been a mistake. Jakob emptied his mind, continuing to attack, jumping from catah to catah as he did. A grim smile spread across Gareth’s face, and Jakob thought he understood. Gareth had seen every attempt that Jakob might make. He would have seen these catahs. And now… Now he was able to use that knowledge against Jakob.

      Why should Jakob be surprised that Gareth was as skilled as he was? Gareth would have known about Jakob’s predilection toward using a sword, and he would have had hundreds of years to learn to use it and then to train.

      He might even have Jakob’s memories of training.

      Would he be responsible for his own defeat?

      Jakob was forced back.

      He pulled on ahmaean, trying to slow Gareth, but it didn’t work against the damahne as it did against the groeliin. Any attempt to manipulate the fibers, to slow time, failed as Gareth countered him.

      Jakob continued to be pressed back. He held onto the ahmaean of the forest, but even that did not feel adequate. There was something Gareth did that granted him additional strength. Was it tied to the teralin in the strange spiraled sword?

      As Jakob thought, he shifted his focus, pressing through Gareth’s sword, attempting to change the polarity, but the sword resisted him.

      Gareth’s mouth tightened. He still had said nothing.

      “Jakob!”

      He turned slightly to the side and saw Anda staring through the trees.

      Jakob shifted, trying to get behind Gareth, but the other damahne was too quick.

      Despite not being able to get behind him, Jakob managed to see what had caught Anda’s attention.

      Darkness drifted into the forest.

      It wasn’t only darkness, but dark ahmaean. There was pressure, and a sense of anguish that pulled upon his connection to the forest and its ahmaean.

      Dark teralin.

      Jakob shifted back, trying to get some distance between himself and Gareth.

      “Brohmin, there are groeliin—”

      Gareth shifted toward him, preventing Jakob from finishing.

      Jakob was forced back, and he shifted, flickering from place to place, trying to escape Gareth and his incredible skill. He didn’t dare depart. If he did, he would leave his friends exposed and put them in danger.

      He had to remain calm, and he had to fight.

      Jakob shifted, and when he appeared, he tried moving but was held.

      Gareth approached, his sword ready.

      “I’ve struggled to find the Old Forest. We knew it existed, but thanks to you, I finally have the source.”

      “The source?” Jakob asked through clenched teeth.

      Gareth brought his sword back, a killing blow. A wide smile spread across his face. “This is where the cleansing will take place. We have failed before, but only because we haven’t had access to the source. And you brought the half-breeds here. We will destroy them first, and then any others with impurities.”

      Jakob pushed, straining against the ahmaean holding him. Whatever Gareth did was beyond his understanding.

      Jakob tried drawing from the ahmaean of the forest, but it did not respond.

      He wanted to scream, he wanted to attack, he wanted to shift, but nothing seemed to work.

      “It’s a shame, really. You had such potential, but I’ve always known that it would come to this. In fact, I’ve guided you to this.”

      “No.”

      “The darkness you see when you look along the fibers? That is your darkness and that of the half-breeds. Soon there will be a rebirth of the damahne, and we will not make the same mistakes made long ago.”

      The sword came back, and Jakob watched it moving slowly toward him.

      A howl erupted from the forest, and his nemerahl lunged at Gareth but froze in midair.

      Gareth studied the creature. “Interesting. I hadn’t realized you had bonded. I have tried to remove as many of them as I could, or they would have recognized my presence in each nidus. How did this one elude me?”

      Jakob hadn’t shared that with Gareth, but then, there was much that Gareth hadn’t shared with him.

      He continued to struggle, but the sword came back again, this time as it flickered forward, Jakob knew there was nothing he could do. This would be the end. Darkness would engulf him, and it would engulf the daneamiin. Because of him—and his failings—everyone would fail. Because of him, Gareth would succeed.

      He closed his eyes.

      Power exploded.
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      When their group appeared in the forest, the heaviness of the air was the first thing Isandra noticed. There was a damp quality to it, and everything was dark. All around her was a sense of quiet, and it mixed with something else—a sense of the forest itself wanting her gone. Wanting all of them gone. She looked over to see if Jassan or Roelle had a similar feeling.

      “Why here?” she asked Malaya.

      “This is where he wanted us—”

      Out of the quiet, several groeliin leaped forward, preventing the goddess from answering.

      Isandra pushed out with her manehlin, but the creatures seemed to resist it. The largest of them came straight for her, attacking with a ferocity that was unlike any other groeliin.

      The goddess tried changing the polarity of this groeliin, much as she had with others but must have found the same resistance as Isandra.

      “I can’t…”

      Isandra shook her head. “Neither can I.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, took a deep breath, then jumped forward and attacked.

      Since learning she could save the groeliin, Isandra didn’t like the idea of destroying any of them, but this creature was far too powerful for her to try to save. She had no choice.

      She leaped forward, swinging her sword in a powerful, controlled movement. Jassan and Roelle fought near her, as did Magi and Deshmahne that had come along. She could feel them through her connection to the manehlin. There were dozens of Magi warriors—all who had trained with Roelle—and more and more of those like Jakob—gods—appearing as the battle raged. They brought others with them, Magi from Vasha that she hadn’t seen in a long time and didn’t dare take the time to greet.

      Malaya had brought the groeliin here, and they battled against others of their kind, attempting to hold them in place, but the restored groeliin found it was as difficult as Isandra had. There was no way to confine the groeliin.

      She stopped the creature in front of her and turned to the next. Like the one before it, she found that it resisted her attempt to restore it.

      “What are you doing?” Jassan asked.

      “I am trying to stop them,” she said.

      He shook his head. “If you were trying to stop them, you would be fighting. You can’t save them all.”

      Isandra hazarded a glance over at Jassan, knowing he was right. She couldn’t save them all. It was possible she couldn’t save any of them here.

      What choice did she have other than fighting? What could she do other than try to survive this? If this was the final battle, and if she had been called to help establish peace, how could she not be a part of it?

      Isandra took a deep breath and threw herself at the nearest groeliin.

      Fog thickened all around her. There was something strange about the fog, almost unnatural. Occasionally, she would hear screams but found no sign of the person who screamed. She stopped one groeliin after another and turned to check on Jassan, but he was gone.

      The thickening fog made it difficult for her to see through it.

      “Jassan!” she shouted.

      No response.

      “Jassan!”

      She couldn’t wait for him. The attack continued to wage around her, and it seemed as if the groeliin, the Magi, and the damahne were being overwhelmed. She had to help them hold. She had to do all that she could.

      But what would it even matter, if she lost Jassan?

      Isandra couldn’t take the time to think about it. She needed to coordinate this attack. There were restored groeliin fighting—brought here by the goddess—but, she still felt they were outnumbered.

      She searched for the first groeliin they had restored, and she found him wielding a sword, sweeping it through movements that were as complex as any that she knew. He was battling two massive groeliin, each of them larger than himself.

      Isandra leaped into attack.

      It was strange fighting alongside a groeliin, but this was someone she had seen changed. He was only here because of her. How could she leave him to fight alone?

      “Leave them to me,” the groeliin said.

      “No. You need help.”

      “They will overpower you,” he said. There was concern in his voice, and she wondered at the source of it.

      Isandra ducked under an attack and brought her sword around, blocking another. Where was Jassan?

      “If you perish, the rest cannot be saved.”

      Isandra suddenly understood the groeliin’s concern. “Then make sure that I don’t perish.”

      They continued to fight, and the two of them managed to defeat the pair of massive groeliin. Isandra continued to plunge through the ranks of groeliin, noting how many of them had black teralin swords, the negative polarity in the blades pushing against her.

      Was there anything she could do about that?

      She pushed out and connected to the manehlin in her sword, and changed the polarity of the blades.

      It happened quickly—far more quickly than what she had managed when trying to change the polarity of the groeliin. Her experience changing the groeliin had allowed her strength that she hadn’t had before.

      Her groeliin motioned to the other groeliin they had transported and shouted out a command. They followed him, and he followed Isandra.

      She had an army of groeliin.

      She tried not to think about what that meant, and tried not to think about how she was going to defeat the groeliin that were attacking. There were thousands of them that remained influenced by the negative teralin. Probably tens of thousands.

      Worse, she didn’t want to destroy them. Even after all the death and destruction they’d caused, she wanted to help them.

      She looked for the goddess and found her fighting near a massive tree. Roelle was there, and the two of them fought side by side, alongside a Deshmahne. Such strange allies she had now.

      “I need your help,” Isandra yelled to Malaya.

      The goddess looked over and then appeared in front of her in the blink of an eye. “What help?”

      “The groeliin. We can’t destroy them. They can be saved.”

      The goddess looked around. “There are so many.”

      “Jakob wouldn’t want them destroyed,” Roelle said. “Not if they can be changed.”

      The goddess glanced from Roelle to Isandra before nodding slowly. “You will have to watch over me.”

      Isandra cast a glance over to the massive groeliin and saw him leading his fighters. She needed to do this for the groeliin as much as she needed to do it for Jakob. She needed to do it because it was the right thing. Isandra couldn’t change the polarity of these groeliin fast enough to make a difference—but the goddess could.

      “We will make sure you’re safe,” Isandra said, glancing to Roelle. She nodded.

      The other Magi warriors with her formed a ring around the goddess, and Isandra joined them. Though she might be fighting alongside the Magi warriors, Isandra felt like something other than a Mage. She was something other than Antrilii, though she wasn’t entirely sure what that was—not yet. Somehow, she would need to find how and where she fit in, especially since in this new world, a world that seemed to challenge everything she had ever been taught.

      They worked their way through the groeliin, and Isandra could feel the way the goddess used her manehlin. There was enormous power to it, and it surged from her. Without intending to, Isandra joined in, pushing out with her own connection to manehlin. It surged alongside the goddess, and power swept over the groeliin.

      The goddess glanced over to her before nodding.

      Groeliin fell before them. Not killed by the effect of what they had done, but they fell, nonetheless. The use of manehlin upon them, and the way that it flowed over them, shifted that polarity, and left them motionless, unable to attack.

      The army of groeliin she had brought with her led by the massive groeliin continued to push forward.

      As they did, Isandra realized they weren’t trying to destroy the other groeliin, only slow them and give the goddess and Isandra a chance to help them.

      She couldn’t let them down.

      Isandra continued to push out with her connection to manehlin and felt it flowing around her, not only in the groeliin that fought alongside her, but in the Magi, and in the forest itself.

      Could she use that power?

      She attempted to draw upon it and found it flowing from those other sources and out from her.

      Groeliin continued to fall in front of them.

      They swept through the forest, changing groeliin.

      And then there were no more.

      “What now?” the goddess asked.

      That couldn’t have been it. There had to have been more, though Isandra didn’t know what she would need to do.

      “Now—”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish. A dozen people—gods—appeared before them. And then another dozen. All were armed with swords.
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      Roelle glanced over at Isandra. She had controlled much more power than Roelle would have imagined, and strangely, Roelle had been aware of it as she had. The groeliin that fell before them didn’t move, leaving the forest littered with fallen bodies of the twisted creatures. Would they be like the other groeliin and rise again, no longer twisted by the effect of teralin, or would they return to their previous form? Were they forever lost?

      When the gods appeared, Roelle immediately felt pressure.

      “They’re going to try to shift the groeliin,” Isandra said. “I can feel them making that effort.”

      Roelle looked at the gods. Most were thin, and there were remnants of the madness, the lingering illness that had claimed them for as long as it had. There was something else, and it reminded her of the groeliin before Isandra had shifted them. All seemed to have swirls of power around them.

      “They have taken the mark,” Safran said.

      She looked over to the Deshmahne, recognizing the disgust in his voice. “You don’t approve?”

      “Those gifting it would not have done so willingly.”

      “We need to stop them, especially if they intend to change the groeliin back.”

      “I am with you, Mage.”

      “Not a Mage,” Roelle said.

      With that, she darted forward, streaking toward the nearest god—or whatever they were. Not gods. Roelle refused to believe that. They were the same as whatever Jakob was, though she didn’t know what that was, either. A being of power. Regardless of what else they were, they possessed power. And now that they had taken on the Deshmahne marking, they had even more power.

      The first person she approached disappeared, and she felt a flicker of power behind her.

      Roelle spun, swinging her sword around, and caught the attacker when he reappeared. She had faced Deshmahne this way, and while there were no walls to press out against, there was something she could use.

      “Use the trees,” she hollered. She hoped that her warriors understood.

      As one, they backed up to the massive trees. The attackers didn’t seem to know what to do, but there was no way they could appear behind them. Her soldiers ringed each of the trees, and in the forest, with the trees as close together as they were, it created a defense.

      When the next wave of attack came, Roelle was prepared.

      The person opposing her had reasonable skill with the sword, but she had trained much longer than these supposed gods had, and she had the advantage of learning from Endric. One by one, they fell to her blade.

      She felt a flickering of power and turned almost too late.

      A blade swept toward her face.

      Safran blocked it, appearing in front of her, flickering into place.

      “You can travel the way they do?” He had concealed that from her the entire time?

      “The High Desh thought such an ability would be valuable. Before I left, it was a gift given to me.”

      “By who?”

      “By the High Desh.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. Such a gift would be impressive, and it would’ve weakened the High Desh, and told her all that she needed to know about how much the High Desh valued what they were doing. He had willingly sent men—two hundred Deshmahne, and with their losses, now barely more than a hundred—leaving his city at risk. She didn’t need confirmation of his commitment, but it gave her even more understanding.

      “Why not use it before now?”

      “You have taken the mark. You know that it takes time for gifts to manifest. When I saw the not gods appear, I understood how to use this power.” Safran spun and flickered.

      The next attacker came, and Roelle fought him back.

      The fallen groeliin began to rise and join in the attack as the effect of the shifting of their polarity began to fade.

      “Can you change them back again?” Roelle hollered to Malaya.

      “I am trying, but there is something that opposes me.”

      Roelle glanced to Isandra. She could see how much it pained her to see the groeliin battling. If she had spent as much time with the Antrilii as what Roelle suspected, she would understand the view the Antrilii had of the groeliin, so her difficulty with fighting them surprised Roelle.

      Then again, she didn’t know if she would have had the patience to have tried to help them. That took a different skill than what she had. She was a soldier.

      And as a soldier, she needed to do what was necessary to end this fight.

      “Come with me. Bring as many men as you can,” she told Safran.

      She motioned to Selton, and they gathered a dozen of the warriors, disappearing into the line of groeliin. The fighting went quickly. Facing groeliin was something she was familiar with, and it was something she was brutally effective at doing. There came a soft howl, and she recognized the sound of merahl. There were other howls, those that were deeper and foreign to her. Were there other creatures that fought the groeliin?

      Groeliin fell before her. As they did, she began to feel a hint of regret, emotions that she never would’ve expected to feel at destroying these creatures. Isandra had been right. They were able to be saved. And if they were able to be saved, shouldn’t Roelle do whatever it took to ensure that they were?

      Yet if she did nothing, if she continued to hold back, the twisted groeliin would destroy her as surely as the High Priest.

      Roelle fell into her catahs, sweeping through the groeliin, trying not to think of what she did and how many would be lost.

      As she fought, she wished for the presence of the Antrilii. She wished for more of the Magi. For that matter, she wished for Endric, though the Denraen would not have been able to face the groeliin.

      Pressure pulsed against her, and she looked over to see a row of Antrilii warriors appear, Nahrsin among them. Nahrsin took barely a moment to take stock of what happened and began to lurch into the battle.

      “How is it that you’re here?” she asked Nahrsin during a break in the battle.

      “One of the damahne brought us here. We can finally fulfill our vows. We can finally have peace.” His gaze swept around the forest, landing on Isandra briefly, before searching for something else.

      Knowing he looked for his friend, Roelle said, “I don’t know what happened to Jassan. He disappeared.”

      Nahrsin gritted his jaw. “Perhaps he has already gone to the gods.”

      They continued battling, pushing against the groeliin, facing row after row of creatures, numbers that rivaled what they had faced when they had chased them to Thealon. It was fitting that she should fight alongside Nahrsin, and fitting that Selton should remain with her. Even having Safran with her felt right.

      But the numbers were too great. How would she be able to defeat them?

      She didn’t have to—not alone.

      The groeliin were fighting alongside them. With the numbers they had, they managed to push the rest of the twisted groeliin back. Roelle began to feel hope, though was it misplaced? Would they actually be able to win?

      This battle wasn’t only about stopping the groeliin. There was another purpose. They needed to find the High Priest, and if they did, then someone had to survive long enough to stop him.

      Where was Jakob? For that matter, where was Brohmin?

      As she fought, fog began to build around her.

      There was something about it that was uncomfortable, unpleasant, and almost painful.

      The dark groeliin began to fight with increased urgency, pushing against them.

      Roelle threw herself into her catahs, slaughtering creatures that she knew in the back of her mind might be savable. What other choice did she have?

      She was pressed back and ran into Isandra. The Elder Mage was fighting skillfully, swinging her sword through catahs that Roelle recognized, letting out a frustrated grunt with each groeliin that fell.

      “We need to find some way to end this,” Isandra said.

      “There might be only one way.”

      “We need Jakob,” Malaya said.

      Roelle looked around. Where was Jakob?

      Had he fallen? With the numbers they faced, it was possible that he was already gone. It was possible that this push had already failed. It was possible that the High Priest had already won.

      She didn’t get the chance to look around any longer as the groeliin continued to press against her, forcing her to resume her attack.
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      Jakob blinked his eyes open and saw another man, equally old, standing across from Gareth. This man held a long, twisted staff that reminded Jakob of Novan.

      Gareth stared at the other man with hatred burning in his eyes. “You were supposed to be dead.”

      “Both of us should have been dead. What choice did I have but to come here?”

      There was something about the voice that was familiar. Jakob had heard it in a vision before. He had heard it in his head before.

      “Shoren?”

      “This is my fight, Jakob. You have yours.”

      Gareth snorted. “Your fight? You have never fought before.”

      “Haven’t I? While you were busy keeping Jakob from your mind, I absorbed everything that he offered me. That includes all the knowledge of fighting that he possessed.”

      Shoren swung his staff, and Gareth managed to block the blow, but the longer reach of the staff gave Shoren a bit of an advantage. “And there are others I have chosen to learn from. Where you have chosen darkness, I have chosen peace.”

      Shoren tipped his head toward Jakob. “Go, Jakob. I believe there is another battle that requires your assistance.”

      Jakob didn’t know what to say, or how to answer, but he felt the pressure from dark ahmaean drifting toward him, and he realized that he needed to do as Shoren suggested. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Shoren nodded at Gareth. “He should not have learned to transport himself along the fibers. Such a thing is dangerous.”

      “Dangerous? It’s just another use of our abilities,” Gareth scoffed.

      “Not ours. The nemerahl’s. And you have stolen from them.” Shoren smacked Gareth with the staff, dropping him briefly. “Go, Jakob.”

      Jakob paused a moment, lingering to watch the two damahne, both of whom he had spent significant time with, if only in their heads. Was it because of him that this had happened? Was this his fault? They were questions for later. He would need to understand whether his connection to the fibers had somehow forged a connection to this time with Gareth or Shoren.

      Jakob shifted away and appeared at the edge of the forest. Three massive groeliin appeared, each carrying a neutral-teralin sword, and they quickly shifted, circling around him and plunging their swords into the ground.

      The effect would hold him. Jakob breathed in, drawing from the ahmaean of the forest, attempting to fight, but there was little he could do to fully oppose it.

      There was another approach he could try—the same as what he had tried with Gareth. He sent his connection to ahmaean through the swords, attempting to change the polarity.

      As with Gareth’s sword, there was resistance, but he pushed, and with a heave of energy, he managed to overcome the polarity of the sword and shifted it to the positive.

      He lunged, sweeping with his sword, decapitating the first groeliin. He pulled on the ahmaean, slowing time, and quickly attacked the other two. Both fell before him.

      There were other groeliin here. Thousands of them.

      He had worried that he wouldn’t find Raime, and ultimately it would seem Raime had come to him.

      Would his plan work?

      Ahmaean appeared, and he detected that of the Magi.

      Jakob noted Alriyn and others from Vasha, using their connection to ahmaean to push back the groeliin, keeping them away from the forest.

      Other ahmaean flickered into existence, and he recognized Malaya.

      She brought other damahne with her, but more than that, she brought Deshmahne.

      There was another flickering of energy, and hundreds of groeliin appeared.

      There was something different about them. Isandra stood at the head of them, and he saw Roelle there with her.

      They all crashed against the attacking groeliin.

      Jakob ignored the groeliin, though, knowing Raime had to be here somewhere. He wanted power, and he had come here, thinking to steal it. Where would he be?

      Not at the edge of the forest.

      He shifted, appearing in the center of the forest, where the daneamiin had made their home. His brother lay there, his face ashen, his pants tattered. Tattoos marked the skin of his legs.

      Not tattoos. Brands.

      Raime had branded his brother.

      Jakob shifted, drawing upon the ahmaean to try to detect where Raime had gone.

      He felt it near the largest tree at the center of the forest.

      “It won’t work for you to take from damahne, not like that,” Jakob said.

      Raime shifted, appearing before him. The darkness that swirled around him was familiar, as was the man. Jakob had thought that walking back along Raime’s fibers would give him a greater insight into the man, but all he had was more questions. Why would he believe that he served the gods through his actions? Why would he think that destroying daneamiin—and the Magi—would serve them?

      “What makes you think I intend to take from them in that fashion?” Raime asked.

      “Because you have only wanted power.”

      “I have wanted to take what should not have been given to those such as yourself. I have only wanted to purify the ahmaean on behalf of the gods.”

      “The gods? If you served the gods, you would not have acted in this way.”

      Raime shifted, and Jakob followed him. He realized there was another damahne lying near a tree, a similar brand upon him. It was a man Jakob barely knew, but he had seen him in Chrysia.

      How many were here? What did Raime intend?

      Raime shifted again, and Jakob trailed him. There was another damahne, a woman, and she lay like the others, unmoving with brands on her feet.

      Raime was bringing them here from somewhere.

      Why would he need to bring them here?

      When he had branded others in the past, their ahmaean poured into the person holding the branding tool, but it didn’t seem to be his intent here. He was pouring it into the forest.

      After a moment, he thought he understood. Raime was adding to the forest, granting more ahmaean to it, and with that, he would pass it on to Gareth, if he could.

      Jakob had to counter him. Would he be strong enough?

      He lunged toward Raime, but Raime shifted away, moving more quickly than Jakob.

      Another damahne appeared, and another.

      Each time Raime shifted, he brought another branded damahne to the forest.

      He had to stop Raime, but how?

      Jakob shifted away and found Aruhn. He cowered with the other daneamiin, hiding from Raime, and hiding from the battle. “I need the daneamiin to prevent Raime from shifting.”

      “We cannot fight, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “If you don’t, he will destroy your people. He will destroy all people.” Jakob had thought the intent was to purify the ahmaean, and it was, but not in the way that Jakob had imagined. Raime—and Gareth—intended to drain all creatures of their ahmaean, and pour it into the Old Forest.

      Purity.

      That was Gareth’s intent, but that was not what the Maker wanted. Jakob was certain of that. Balance. That was what the Maker wanted.

      “Please. We need to hold him. If we don’t, he will empty all of the ahmaean in existence into the forest.”

      Jakob noted the fog of ahmaean growing thicker within the forest. When he tried to pull on it, he found it resisting him. Was he no longer granted the ability to use the ahmaean of the forest? Was what Raime did somehow pleasing to the forest?

      “Jakob Nialsen, it is not our way to fight,” Aruhn said.

      “Not your way? There are daneamiin fighting now. Had you fought long ago, the groeliin might have never become what they are. How can it not be your way to fight? How can you be willing to let this happen? How can you sit back while this occurs?”

      Aruhn blinked the strange, exotic way of the daneamiin. “Jakob Nialsen—”

      Anda came running into the clearing and cut off Aruhn.

      “We have to help. Our damahne are being slowly captured,” she said. “The Magi are being captured.”

      Jakob looked around and realized that Magi, as well as damahne, were lying scattered around the forest, each of them branded. Suddenly there were groeliin, massive creatures that should not have taken on brands, but they were lying alongside the others.

      “Please,” Jakob said. “You need to be a part of this.”

      Aruhn glanced around and finally sighed. “We will do what we can.”

      The daneamiin flickered away, moving to the edge of the forest.

      Jakob didn’t know if it would work, but all they needed to do was capture and hold Raime, and he would have to do the rest. Was he prepared for it? Could he end Raime? Jakob had to be willing to do that.

      Raime appeared, dragging one of the massive groeliin, and Jakob lunged at him. Raime shifted.

      Jakob turned away, looking to see where he might appear next.

      Could he anticipate Raime?

      Jakob watched, holding onto his connection to ahmaean, and felt it as Raime shifted into the forest once more.

      The fog of the forest had grown much thicker. It was difficult for him to see the ground. He felt some pressure, but was that from the ahmaean, or could it be from what the daneamiin were doing?

      He felt pressure again, a tearing sensation that pulsed against his eardrums, and he remembered that sensation from Scottan in his vision of his brother.

      Jakob shifted, appearing where he had detected that pressure.

      Raime would be there. He had to be there.

      He found Raime attempting to shift, but something prevented him.

      Jakob lunged at him, but Raime spun, blocking him with a length of neutral teralin.

      It surprised Jakob that Raime would use neutral teralin much like Gareth had.

      “You won’t succeed,” Raime said.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “For the purity of ahmaean. You don’t understand. You haven’t lived long enough to understand.”

      “I don’t have to have lived as long as you to know that what you do is wrong.”

      Raime swung his staff, but Jakob blocked it.

      Raime attempted to shift, but he couldn’t.

      “What you intend to do is going to fail,” Jakob said.

      “Fail? It has already succeeded. Can’t you see?”

      Jakob looked around, and there was nothing around him other than the fog of ahmaean. It was so thick that he couldn’t see anything else.

      “All of this is returned to the source. The ahmaean will be pure again.”

      Jakob attempted once again to draw upon the ahmaean of the forest, but it resisted him.

      Raime swung his staff at Jakob, but he deflected it.

      Raime danced in a deadly series of movements. Jakob was forced back, recognizing that Gareth must have taught Raime, and likely had taught the groeliin he’d faced. The groeliin’s skill with the sword began to make sense now.

      He needed to draw upon the ahmaean of the forest. Somehow, he needed to reach it so that he could defeat Raime.

      Raime struck him, catching him on the leg. Jakob fell.

      Jakob watched as Raime raised his staff high in the air then brought it crashing down onto Jakob’s arm, shattering it.

      He still held onto his sword. Raime smiled. “You have failed, damahne. Everything he saw of you has come to fruition.”

      Jakob would not be the reason that darkness occurred. He would fight—but could he?

      He couldn’t stand, and his other arm was now useless.

      There was one way he hadn’t tried with Raime.

      Jakob pulled on the ahmaean of his sword.

      The sword flashed with power. One side blazed brilliantly bright, and the other was dark.

      Balance.

      He had never thought of it in that way before, but the sword was balanced. It wasn’t teralin, but it was something else.

      Balance.

      Jakob pulled through Neamiin, reaching for the ahmaean in the forest, and it surged into him.

      Power exploded in him. His arm healed. The pain in his leg faded.

      He leaped to his feet, wrapping Raime in swirls of ahmaean.

      Raime’s eyes widened as he tried to attack, and Jakob felt pressure as he attempted to shift but failed.

      “You’re wrong. You’ve always been wrong. And this ends now.”

      Raime attempted to strike, but Jakob stepped forward and slid Neamiin through Raime’s chest, ahmaean pouring from the sword and through Raime.

      Jakob stood for a moment, unable to move, and realized there was a different sort of balance that was necessary. The forest couldn’t contain all of this ahmaean. It needed to be held by all who worked together to stop Raime: damahne, Magi, Antrilii, daneamiin, groeliin, and Deshmahne.

      He pushed back, taking the ahmaean that had been poured into the forest, and forced it back into those who had been injured. Using the enhanced connection he now had, he was able to restore it to those who had lost it.

      The fog began to fade, slowly at first, and then with increasing speed. Finally, Jakob could see the others filling the forest around him. Magi and damahne and Antrilii and daneamiin and groeliin and Deshmahne all were here.

      He looked around and found Brohmin staggering into the clearing, Salindra supporting him. Anda came toward Jakob. Roelle was there, too, though she stood staring with a blank expression.

      “You have done well,” Jakob heard from behind him.
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      Brohmin couldn’t take his eyes off of Raime’s body. He’d fought for centuries trying to find him. He was the Hunter, and Jakob had been the one to capture him.

      “You don’t seem pleased.”

      Brohmin looked up to Salindra and flashed a smile. “I’m very happy,” he said. He looked across the clearing and saw Jakob speaking to an older man. Brohmin blinked. Could it be Tresten? He looked much like the old Mage, but he was long dead… wasn’t he?

      “You seem as if you’ve lost… something.”

      Brohmin squeezed his eyes shut before returning his attention to Salindra. What did it matter that a long-dead Mage had appeared? He took a deep breath, inhaling the sense of the forest. There was a comfort in being here, a place the Conclave had long ignored. It had been ignored at Raime’s peril, and because of that, they had managed to defeat him.

      And it had been all of them. Without the Deshmahne and groeliin and Magi and Antrilii, would they have succeeded? Brohmin suspected they would not have.

      “I have lost something,” he said. But it was something he had been willing to lose. His purpose was over—at least the purpose for which he had served the Conclave. As he looked up at Salindra, he realized that he could find a new purpose. Perhaps he did have enough time remaining to enjoy with her. He took her hand and squeezed it in his, and smiled. “I found something, as well. And that’s all that matters.”
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      When the fog lifted, Isandra had gone searching for Jassan. She found him lying near the center of the clearing of the forest. All around him she saw strange beings that seemed to almost flicker as they moved. They resembled humans, but their eyes were oddly shaped, and they moved with a grace she’d never seen before. And more surprisingly, she sensed a power from them similar to what she detected from groeliin. There were other people nearby—those like Jakob and Malaya—and Magi, Antrilii, and even the Deshmahne that had been fighting alongside them.

      The groeliin had stopped attacking, and the restored groeliin had secured the others. One by one, the groeliin began disappearing, likely traveling in the same way that the damahne were able to travel.

      “What happened?” she asked, crouching next to Jassan. He had a bloody gash along his face, but he otherwise was awake and unharmed.

      As she pressed her manehlin through him, she realized that he wasn’t entirely unharmed. There were markings along his legs that reminded her of what had happened to her when the Deshmahne had branded her.

      She pulled up his pants and pressed her hands around the markings. They were cool but not cold as hers had been. She didn’t have the sense that manehlin poured from them. Had he already been restored?

      “Groeliin grabbed me and placed these markings.”

      “Are you restored?”

      Jassan squeezed his eyes together, and she felt his manehlin swirling for a moment. “When Jakob did… whatever it was he did… I am better now.”

      She helped him to his feet and looked around the clearing, noting other familiar faces. How had so many come here to fight?

      But she knew the answer. Jakob stood in the middle of the clearing talking to an older man that she had never seen before but knew with certainty that he was one of the gods.

      The gods had saved them. They had intervened and saved them.

      “I think… I think it’s over,” she said to Jassan.

      “What will you do now?”

      What would she do? She didn’t belong in Vasha, but could she belong in Farsea? That was home for Jassan, and she had felt welcomed there, in ways that she had not in other places.

      Perhaps her understanding of the groeliin would allow something else for her as well. If she went back with Jassan, could she join the House of the Yahinv?

      He looked at her, a strange expression on his face.

      “Now I think we go home.”
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      He turned, and Shoren stood there in the midst of the forest looming over them, the haze of ahmaean all around lessened from what it had been. Had Jakob pushed too much ahmaean back into those who had lost it?

      That would be a question for another time. For now, he had succeeded. He felt that he had succeeded. Balance. It was all around him, humming in the energy around him.

      “How is it that you’re here?”

      “It’s a trick of the fibers, one that required drawing on the power of each nidus, a lesson learned from the nemerahl. I am not here, not really, and neither was Gareth.”

      “Was?”

      Shoren bowed his head in a nod. “Was. I have ended his challenge. As you have ended his disciple’s challenge. You are everything I hoped you could be.”

      “Hoped? You barely wanted to help me.”

      “Perhaps you see it that way, but my experience has been different. I saw possibilities, and in them, you existed. Over the years, I have done all that I could to ensure that you appeared in this time when you could make a difference.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “In time, I suspect you will. In time, you will need to understand. For now, know that you have brought peace—a real peace—and that because of you, the damahne can thrive once more. What you have done is valuable.”

      “Will you help me understand? Now that you’re here—”

      Shoren shook his head. “I am not here. It is a manifestation of power from the fibers, nothing more.”

      “It’s more than that. Gareth was here.” And he’d almost killed him.

      Shoren smiled strangely. “Perhaps it is more than that. For now, the fact that I appeared is enough. I would not have known to come had it not been for you.”

      Jakob’s mind spun. Had Shoren sharing with him been the reason that he had appeared? Had he always intended to appear? The circular nature of the fibers made it difficult for him to fully understand. “Is that why we never knew of Gareth?”

      “Likely it is. He linked to you, as did I, and when you appeared here having broadcast your intent, he followed. In that way, you summoned him and me.” Shoren smiled. “I cannot remain here. This is not my time. You know how to walk back and speak to me, so you will always be able to reach me.”

      Jakob considered the old damahne standing before him. “But not you. This person exists only in the fibers, doesn’t he? If I go back, you won’t recognize me from this time, will you?”

      Shoren smiled. “You have a natural understanding of the fibers, Jakob. Because of that, you have been able to do much more than any who have come before you. You need to continue your studies, and continue to rebuild the damahne.” Shoren glanced past Jakob, taking in Malaya, Adam, and dozens of others. “And you have a level of conflict in your time that reminds me of what I experienced in mine. You will need to find some way to help others move past what has happened.”

      “What if they can’t?”

      “I think that you must. It can’t be me. This is not my time. You have discovered things about the damahne that have proven this to be your time. I wish that I could see what you manage to do, but even in that, I think I will be unable to.”

      He took a long look around him, smiling to himself. Jakob wondered what Shoren was thinking. What did he think about when he looked at the daneamiin? They were markedly different from those he had seen during his time. What had he seen of the Magi? Or even the groeliin?

      And Jakob realized that it no longer mattered.

      He’d spent most of his time trying to understand those who’d come before him. Now it was time to take what he’d learned and experienced and apply it toward establishing his future.

      For now, all that mattered was that Raime was defeated. All that mattered was that the long-standing plot to disrupt the damahne—to purify them—was over. And Jakob had been pivotal in stopping it.

      Shoren met his gaze and nodded. Ahmaean pushed away from him, and in a surge of light, Shoren disappeared. Jakob stared, feeling a pang of sadness, but also something else that was more difficult to understand. Could it be that he felt proud of what he had accomplished?

      Anda approached, making her way carefully to him. Aruhn stood a distance behind her, but he said nothing. On the far side of the clearing within the forest, Jakob noted Brohmin and Salindra. They were speaking quietly to themselves. There was an expression on Brohmin’s face that Jakob had never seen from the man. It was peace—and possibly happiness.

      “What will you do now, Jakob Nialsen?” Anda asked.

      What would he do? All he had wanted was to stop Raime, and now that he had, what was there for him? Could he find a measure of peace much as Brohmin seemed to have? He had another purpose, and it was one he understood even without Shoren asking it of him. But it didn’t seem to be enough. There had to be more for him than simply rebuilding the damahne.

      And there was, he realized. He was meant to maintain peace. That would be his role, and to do so, maybe there needed to be a Conclave. It couldn’t be nearly as restrictive as what had come before. It needed to be people from all different places coming together so that they could share knowledge gained. Perhaps he would even take them to Salvat, and a place that might actually be closer to the Maker. What better place was there for him?

      “I think… I think that there are many possibilities before me.”

      “Is it something that you have seen?”

      Jakob turned to Anda and took her hand, enveloping her with his ahmaean. She responded by doing the same, letting a wave of warmth flow over him.

      “It’s nothing that I have needed to see. Not anymore. For now, I might just be.”

      “That is more like a daneamiin philosophy.”

      “You don’t think I should learn from the daneamiin?”

      She smiled at him, and the wave of relaxation was different. It was more natural. “You should take all that you can from those who you might learn from, Jakob Nialsen.”

      Jakob looked around him one more time and decided that was what he would do. But for now, he would relax, and he would live within the moment, knowing that he had succeeded.
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      Vasha no longer felt like home. After everything Roelle had been through, she wasn’t certain what would feel like home. It wasn’t camping along the side of the road, and it wasn’t places like Paliis or even the north. The mountains might be the home of the Antrilii—and now of Isandra—but they were not her home.

      The city still smelled like home. There was something distinct to it—though she didn’t know whether it came from the teralin buried beneath the city or from the people here. It reminded her of her youth and of a time when she had been so naïve. A part of her longed to return to that time.

      The palace stretched high overhead, rising into thin white clouds as it sat on the third terrace. She sighed as they walked through the first terrace, and glanced over at Selton. She had thought he would be relieved returning, but she sensed no relief from him.

      “We didn’t have to return,” Selton said.

      Roelle glanced behind her at the two dozen warriors that remained. A hundred had left the city with her, and a quarter were all that remained. That was on her. As much as she wished it were otherwise, their safety had been her responsibility, and they had died because she had not protected them well enough.

      “You didn’t have to return, but I do,” Roelle said.

      “Why?”

      She smiled. “A promise.”

      She hadn’t expected to have survived, but then again, many things had occurred that she had not expected. The groeliin were no longer mindless creatures. That seemed the most impossible of all that had happened. There might be some remaining in the mountains, but Roelle now had faith that Isandra and the Antrilii would find them, and help as many as possible.

      She had to believe that had been Jakob’s plan, but she hadn’t seen her old friend since everything had settled down. She wasn’t certain when—or if—she would. He was a god, and she was not one to question the gods.

      As she started into the city, moving past buildings that had once been familiar, she saw a tall, gray-robed figure coming at her. Roelle squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. How had Alriyn known?

      As he approached, she nodded. “Uncle,” she said.

      “I heard that you were returning to the city.”

      She shook her head. “Not returning.” When Alriyn arched a brow at her, she smiled sadly, patting her sword. “How can we stay, Uncle? We aren’t Magi, not anymore.”

      Alriyn sighed. “I suppose you are not, but Endric told me about your return.”

      What was Endric playing at? What did he intend to do in having her return to Vasha? Did he think he could convince her to rejoin the Magi within the palace? If so, then he was mistaken. She had no intention of joining the Magi. That didn’t suit her, not anymore. She still didn’t know what would suit her, but it wasn’t that.

      “Where is Endric? I assume if he told you I would return, then he would have returned with you?”

      Alriyn motioned to the second terrace and the barracks. “He has returned. Endric is tired. Something changed in him during this battle.”

      “I imagine trying to keep the peace has worn on him,” she said.

      “That is the responsibility of the Denraen general.”

      “I think Endric would tell you that the Magi don’t get to tell him how to serve.”

      Alriyn chuckled. “Yes, I suppose that he would. Endric has always been a skilled Denraen general.” Alriyn studied her for a moment. “What do you intend to do? If you don’t plan on remaining in the city, where will you go?”

      Roelle hadn’t given it much thought. She needed to complete her promise, and then she would figure out what she would do next. The groeliin were no longer a threat. As far as she knew, the High Priest was defeated. And the gods had returned. What more was there for her to do?

      “I will see Endric,” she said.

      Alriyn’s gaze lingered on her and then he nodded. “Please find me before you depart.”

      She looked at him and saw a mixture of emotions on his face. She recognized the fatigue—she’d seen those lines around his eyes often enough—and the sadness, but was there also pride? “I will try, Uncle.”

      Alriyn stepped aside and let Roelle make her way up the sloping walkway to the second terrace. When she reached it, she paused at the gate, nodding briefly to the Denraen standing guard. She recognized neither of them, though hadn’t expected to.

      “I’m here to see Endric.”

      The nearest man, a slender youth with a neatly shaved head, nodded to her. “The general sent word that you would be coming, Mage.”

      Roelle shook her head. “I’m not a Mage.”

      The boy frowned but said nothing. The two Denraen allowed her and the other warriors to pass, stepping into the barracks yard. Roelle had been here several times, but it had been a while. She made her way toward Endric’s office, expecting to find him there. At the door to his office, she was greeted by a familiar Denraen.

      “I’m looking for Endric, Pendin.”

      “He’s expecting you. He’s in the practice yard.”

      “Do you know anything about why he wanted me to find him here?”

      A strange smile curled Pendin’s mouth. He was nearly the same age as Endric, and still solid muscle. He was shorter than Roelle, and she had not seen him fight, but heard he was nearly Endric’s rival.

      “Just find him, Roelle. Let him share with you his reasoning. I learned long ago not to question Endric.”

      “How long have you known him?”

      Pendin grunted. “Nearly the entire time I have served as Denraen.”

      Roelle took a deep breath. She was tired, but not exhausted as she had been when fighting. This was a different kind of fatigue, and it was the kind that came from travel rather than the effort of fighting.

      She turned away from Endric’s office and started back to the barracks practice yard. As she went, she glanced over at Selton. “You don’t have to follow me. This is a promise I made to Endric.”

      “I’m curious.”

      She laughed. “I’m curious also.”

      The warriors with her trailed after her as she entered the barracks practice yard. There had been a time, when they were still learning to fight with the sword, that two dozen Magi following her in formation would have been an uncommon sight in the barracks yard, but they were soldiers now, too, and as such, at home here.

      She found Endric working with one of the Denraen. The general patiently led the soldier through a series of catahs, and then demonstrated the defense. There had been a time when she thought learning catahs would make her uncreative with her attacks, but that was not the case at all. Learning and understanding the catahs had been a way for her to be more creative and anticipate her opponent’s moves.

      A few other soldiers waited their turn, standing patiently to have a chance to face Endric. When the general finished with the Denraen he was working with, he shook his head, and the remaining soldiers dispersed.

      He turned toward Roelle. “You returned.”

      “You made me promise to often enough that I figured I had better.”

      Endric smiled broadly. “I hear you had some hand in helping Isandra with the groeliin?”

      Roelle grunted. Had she had a hand in it? Or had she simply kept the groeliin from reaching Isandra sooner? The thousand groeliin that Roelle and the Deshmahne had killed might have been saved. She tried not to let that bother her, but there were times when it did. How many more could she have helped had she learned that the groeliin could be saved?

      “I found Isandra if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “I never doubted that you would.”

      “I found her. Fought alongside the groeliin.”

      Endric smiled sadly. “A fight I wish I could have participated in, but it was not one for the Denraen.”

      Roelle suspected that was true. What would the Denraen have been able to do? Likely nothing, not against the groeliin or the others with power. “What did you want from me, Endric? Why did you ask me to come here?”

      Endric smiled, though it never reached his eyes. He tapped the ground with his practice sword. “You have become less patient than you once were.”

      Roelle shrugged. “I don’t always have time for patience.”

      “Perhaps not. I was the same way when I began leading.” He considered her a moment, and then his gaze flicked over the remaining warriors. “What would you do now? Have you given it any thought?”

      “I have given it thought, but I don’t know.”

      “I could offer you an opportunity.”

      Roelle stared at him. “I’m not sure that I like the sound of that.”

      Endric chuckled. “I suppose not.”

      “What do you want of me?”

      “You seem in a hurry for someone who doesn’t seem to have much planned.”

      “Just because I don’t have anything planned doesn’t mean that I want to remain in Vasha.”

      “Why is that? What do you resent about Vasha?”

      “It’s not a matter of resenting anything. It’s that I don’t belong here anymore.”

      Endric studied her for a moment. As he did, the scar along his cheek twitched as it often did. She wondered how he had come to have that scar. What had happened to Endric to have injured him in such a way? They were stories she likely would never hear.

      “And what if you did belong? Would you stay, then?”

      She frowned. “I can’t serve as a Mage. That’s not who I am.”

      “Perhaps not anymore, but you are something else.”

      She grunted. “That’s the problem. I am something else. You made certain of that, didn’t you?”

      “I only encouraged a natural inclination. You would have made the same decision had I encouraged you or not.”

      “I don’t know that I would have. I don’t know that the Council would have allowed me to pursue studying the sword had you not been the one to teach.”

      Endric flashed a grin. “Perhaps, then, I am complicit. You have become more than I ever imagined possible. I knew that you had potential, and I knew that you could one day be a great Mage, but even in my wildest dreams, I didn’t expect you to become the leader are now.” He glanced over her shoulder to the Magi waiting. They remained with her, unmoving. They would remain until she left.

      “You called me here to compliment me? I’ll admit that I don’t mind the occasional compliment—what woman would?—but that doesn’t really seem your style, Endric.”

      He turned back to the practice staves and grabbed a pair from the rack, tossing one to her. “How about a spar?”

      “Endric—”

      Endric smiled. “You should humor an old man. I don’t have opportunities to spar with very many who challenge me these days.”

      Roelle looked down at the wooden practice stave. From the very first time she had held one, she had felt as if she should have been learning to use it her entire life. There was something comforting—reassuring—about the practice staves in the movements that she learned when she danced with them. She had wondered in the days since last working with Endric how she would fare. Why wouldn’t she take the opportunity to practice with him?

      “You and the others don’t need to stay here,” she said to Selton.

      Selton glanced back at the other Magi, grinning. “Oh, I know we don’t have to. I don’t think any of us would pass up this opportunity.”

      “And what opportunity is that?”

      Selton’s grin widened. “The opportunity to see the great Roelle finally get beaten.”

      She grunted, turning away from Selton. “Endric has beaten me plenty of times.”

      “But none recently,” Selton said.

      She took a deep breath, circling around the old general, and swung her practice stave in a steady arc. She worked with a certain smoothness, flowing from movement to movement, drawing upon her manehlin without realizing that she did. It connected to the tattoo, and she had discovered how to balance that power.

      Endric remained patiently waiting. He held his practice stave up at the ready.

      She would be the challenger, so she would be given the opportunity to attack first.

      She smiled and sliced forward.

      Endric parried, blocking her easily.

      Roelle slipped from catah to catah, dancing with the stave. She moved through them with a familiarity, and Endric countered each attack. When he turned, attempting to attack, she resisted, using the defense that he had taught her.

      When she pulled upon her manehlin, trying to strengthen herself, she realized that Endric did the same. He was more powerful than she had realized. Ever since forcing her connection to the Deshmahne tattoo, she had a greater connection to her manehlin. Somehow, Endric shared a significant connection, as well.

      The general stepped back, smiling. “You have grown quite skilled.”

      “I still can’t beat you.”

      He didn’t seem to be breathing hard. She didn’t know whether to be impressed or offended that she could barely challenge Endric.

      “You have faced countless groeliin, and you think that you can’t do anything more than that?”

      Roelle grunted. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to give your best effort. I want to see the Mage you have become. Are you trying to tell me that you have grown no more skilled than what you have already demonstrated? Is that the Mage these others have followed?”

      Roelle clenched her jaw. She wouldn’t have Endric questioning her. Not after everything she had been through. She no longer needed his approval.

      She darted forward, sweeping her stave through a flurry of movements. As she did, she realized she incorporated part of Safran’s attack, that of the desert warrior, as well as some of the groeliin’s attack methods. Endric was forced back, but able to block each blow. Roelle could see that he struggled. If she pushed a little harder, if she forced herself forward just a little more…

      And then she struck him.

      When she did, she gasped, but surged forward, striking him twice more. Had they fought with the sword, it would have been a killing blow.

      She stepped back, holding her stave high. Endric lowered his, letting the tip of the practice stave touch the earth. He still wasn’t breathing as heavily as she would have expected.

      She had done it. She had beaten Endric.

      She looked up at the general, worried that he might be angry that she had bested him. Instead, she found him smiling.

      “That is the Mage I was hoping to see.”

      Roelle took a deep breath, resisting the urge to look back at the others with her. She could feel their eyes on her back. “What was this about, Endric? Did you only want me to show you what I’ve learned?”

      He nodded toward her practice stave and took it when she offered it. He replaced them on the rack before turning back to her. “There is a tradition among the Denraen.”

      “The Denraen have many traditions.”

      He bowed his head. “Yes, but this might be one of the most important traditions.”

      “And what tradition is this?”

      He looked past her, and this time, Roelle did follow the direction of his gaze. She noted Pendin as well as several of the other Denraen watching both her and Endric. There was a strange tension to them.

      “Have you heard the story about how I assumed control of the Denraen?”

      Roelle frowned. “You took it from your father who led the Denraen before you.”

      Endric nodded. “And how did I take it from him?”

      Her eyes widened.

      He smiled again. “Yes. The Denraen have a tradition that if you defeat the general—”

      “No.”

      Endric chuckled. “While it was not a formal challenge, it was enlightening, regardless. It’s the reason I asked you to return to Vasha. You see, I’m getting older. And there’s a limit to how long the Denraen can be served by a single general. My father knew it, and he found a way to leave but still made certain he could serve, joining the Conclave in full. Now, after everything that we’ve gone through, I think it is my time to end my service to the Denraen.”

      Roelle shook her head. “Endric, I—”

      Endric raised his hand. “You are a skilled soldier, Roelle, but more than that, you are a leader. The world needs someone with your skills.”

      He stepped closer to her, and she realized then just how tall he was. Why hadn’t she noticed it before?

      “Have you wondered what you would be, and what you could do, now that the war seems over? You have wondered how you could serve. I offer you this—assume control of the Denraen. I will provide guidance, but the command will be yours. In time, you will be called to serve the Conclave, as I and my father before me were called.”

      She couldn’t move. She didn’t even dare to breathe. “The Denraen wouldn’t follow me. I’m a Mage.”

      “Are you? Didn’t you tell me that you aren’t a Mage, not anymore? And I think you’re mistaken if you think the men won’t follow you. You’ve gained the trust of your Magi. I think trying to lead the Denraen will be much easier.”

      She looked back at the Magi, shaking her head. “I can’t abandon them.” The two dozen Magi who remained were her responsibility now.

      “Of course you can’t. I would ask that they serve, as well. You will need a Raen. Pendin will serve for a while longer, but I think he is ready to retire. Beyond that, you will need others you trust. They could come from the ranks of the Denraen, or they could come from your Magi. Regardless, it will be your decision.”

      “Endric—”

      “The Magi were soldiers before they were priests. You have returned the Magi to their foundation.”

      Roelle looked around her. The palace high overhead had once been home, but she couldn’t imagine remaining within the walls of the palace, trying to find her place among the Magi again. Could the barracks be home for her? Could she lead?

      As she surveyed the barracks yard, she noted all of the Denraen within the yard watching her and Endric. How many had been alerted of their sparring session? How many had Endric intentionally placed so that she would have little choice but to accept? Knowing him, and knowing the way that he planned, she suspected he had intended much of this.

      She took a deep breath. What would Alriyn think?

      Already a generation of Magi had been lost. Three-quarters of those she’d taken with her had died, and the rest were soldiers now, not Magi.

      At least this way they would remain within Vasha. They could still serve, though differently than any Mage had served in centuries.

      She had returned to Vasha not knowing what she was going to do. Endric offered her a way to serve, and it was one that felt fitting to her. Why shouldn’t she accept this offer?

      “If I do this, I will need your assistance.”

      Endric smiled. “You won’t need it nearly as much as you think that you will.”

      “I will need your assistance,” she said again.

      Endric smiled. “Does this mean that you accept?”

      “I…” She looked around, glancing from Selton to the rest of the Magi warriors standing with him. The answer was there, right before her. What else could she do other than find a way to serve?

      She looked back at Endric to find him watching her. Roelle took a deep breath and nodded. “I will serve.”
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* * *

      Thanks for reading the Lost Prophecy series! There will be more to come in this world, so sign up for my newsletter HERE to find out when.

      In the meantime, if you haven’t read Endric’s story, you can start with book 1, Soldier Son. I think you’ll love it.
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      Endric wants only to serve, but he's destined to lead.

      As the second son of the general of the Denraen, Endric wants only to fight, not the commission his father demands of him. When a strange attack in the south leads to the loss of someone close to him, only Endric seems concerned about what happened.

      All signs point to an attack on the city, and betrayal by someone deep within the Denraen, but his father no longer trusts his judgment. This forces Endric to make another impulsive decision, one that leads him far from the city on a journey where he discovers how little he knew, and how much more he has to understand. If he can prove himself in time, and with the help of his new allies, he can stop a greater disaster.
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* * *

      Want more great fantasy? Check out The Dark Ability series!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Exiled by his family. Claimed by thieves. Could his dark ability be the key to his salvation?

      Rsiran is a disappointment to his family, gifted with the ability to Slide. It is a dark magic, one where he can transport himself wherever he wants, but using it will only turn him into the thief his father fears.

      Forbidden from Sliding, he’s apprenticed under his father as a blacksmith where lorcith, a rare, precious metal with arcane properties, calls to him, seducing him into forming forbidden blades. When discovered, he’s banished, sentenced indefinitely to the mines of Ilphaesn Mountain.

      Though Rsiran tries to serve obediently, to learn to control the call of lorcith as his father demands, when his life is threatened in the darkness of the mines, he finds himself Sliding back to Elaeavn where he finds a black market for his blades - and a new family of thieves.

      There someone far more powerful than him discovers what he can do and intends to use him. He doesn’t want to be a pawn in anyone’s ambitions; all he ever wanted was a family. But the darkness inside him cannot be ignored - and he’s already embroiled in an ancient struggle that only he may be able to end.
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      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading The Great Betrayal. 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.

      Reviews and referrals are vital to an author’s success. Reviews like yours are how other readers will find my work. It would mean so much to me for you to leave a quick note.

      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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